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Introduction



The brain is a wonderful organ. It starts working the moment you get up in the morning and does not stop until you get into the office.

—Robert Frost



The brain is indeed a wonderful organ, as the inestimable Mr. Frost tells us, but it’s also the most enigmatic part of us. In turns, it’s our closest ally or our worst enemy—our greatest guide or a nefarious tool of misdirection.

One thing we can say for sure about the brain: it means well. From an evolutionary perspective, our brains are a success; we wouldn’t be here if they weren’t. And this success is derived from a litany of adaptations that make us what we are–survival machines, genetically complemented with the neurochemical means to prepare for threats and identify rewards ripe for pursuit, and the ability to learn from our environments from birth until we make our final exit.

Here’s the problem: all of those incredible adaptations, essential though they are, don’t always fare so well in our consumerist cultures. Daily, we’re faced with choices about what to eat, buy, wear and own, and too often our brains wander in and out of these decisions like an over-eager kid at a theme park.

We don’t really “see” all the facets of these decisions. All of us are to a degree blinded by a tsunami of information—some good, some bad, some intentionally misleading. We live in a time when it’s not a no-brainer (if you’ll excuse the pun) to distinguish marketing from education. Ironic that our brains—marvelous instruments of our survival—created cultures that foster a marketplace masquerade.

This e-book aims to wedge itself between good and bad information, particularly when it comes to the sorts of things we buy, the foods we eat, the medicines and supplements we take, and the marketing messages we’re deluged by every time we step into a store (whether made of bricks and mortar or pixels).

It’s also designed to introduce you to a few facts—each grounded in credible research—about how certain things we eat, drink, and are exposed to affect our brains. These findings come from the leading edge of science studies, and in many cases are tremendously useful.

In essence, this is a “takeaway” book, because it has been written for you to take away information and make use of it in your life. I hope you enjoy the read.
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Does Gluten Deserve to Be on the Public Health Enemies List?

Few dietary items over the past few years have come under as much scrutiny as gluten, though lately that scrutiny is morphing into something resembling a full-blown health panic. Anytime this sort of public drama unfolds, I’m forced to wonder—are we sure we understand what we’re panicking about?

Of particular intrigue is what research is, and is not, revealing about gluten’s effect on the brain, and whether the general gluten-eating public—those not diagnosed as “gluten intolerant”—should be concerned.

I want to address those questions, but first tackle something a bit more basic: what exactly is gluten and why is it in our diets?

Gluten is a protein found in wheat, barley, and rye (the wheat version gets most of the attention in American diets). Latin for “glue,” gluten gives elasticity and shape to dough, and is used as a meat substitute around the world (you might consider it the grain version of tofu). Because it’s a cheap way to add protein to almost anything lacking it, and because it improves food texture and chewiness, gluten has become a staple additive in more foods than we realize. It’s also commonly used in medicines, vitamins, and adhesives.

So why is this grain-based protein such a big concern?

Let’s start with what we know for sure. A relatively large percentage of the population has a physical sensitivity to gluten resulting in unpleasant digestive symptoms. We don’t need to roll out all the details here, but if you’re gluten-sensitive and eat just about anything down the bread, cracker, or cookie aisles, you’re not going to have a great night. The exact number of Americans who fall in this category isn’t known, but some estimates put it as high as 20+ million.

Since our diets are full of things that can cause digestive issues (fats, oils, dairy products, etc.), many people don’t realize that they are gluten-sensitive. And then there are varying degrees of sensitivity, which makes narrowing down precisely what’s bringing on the abdominal cramps and associated symptoms all the more difficult.

A smaller percentage of the population suffers from a more serious, genetic form of gluten intolerance called celiac disease, in which the body responds to gluten exposure by damaging the small intestine. This is a dangerous autoimmune condition that can result in permanent intestinal damage and a range of other problems—and unfortunately requires complete abstinence from gluten to remedy, something not easily accomplished. It’s possible that as many as 2.5 million Americans have celiac disease, but most have not been diagnosed because the disease typically goes undetected for years.

Because gluten exposure damages the small intestine in those with celiac disease, causing nutritional deficiencies, research has revealed that multiple parts of the body can be affected, including the brain. This makes sense, since most nutritional absorption occurs in the small intestine. If your brain isn’t receiving adequate B-6 and B-12, for example, it’s likely that you’ll experience lack of mental clarity—something celiac sufferers often describe as a “brain fog.”

Studies have linked gluten exposure in celiac patients with higher incidences of migraines, brain lesions, epilepsy, dementia, and learning disorders. The effects are most severe in children, but the studies identify neurological issues in virtually every age group. According to the Center for Peripheral Neuropathy, about 10 percent of celiac patients develop neurological symptoms.

All of that is well established, but from here the evidential waters get murkier.


The question is does gluten induce neurological symptoms in non-celiac sufferers? Some argue that anyone with gluten-sensitivity, no matter how moderate, is at risk from a trip to the neighborhood grocery store. Some (such as The Gluten Free Society) argue that gluten is a “potential neurotoxin” that anyone with gluten sensitivity needs to rid their pantry of immediately or sooner.

The research supporting these claims isn’t terribly clear. In the “my study is better than your study” ping pong match of nutritional science, there’s research available to support moderate and extreme positions on gluten intolerance, but nothing yet conclusive enough to nail the grain protein to its cross.

Part of what makes the gluten puzzle confusing is that no one is sure how many people are in the gluten-intolerance universe, and that makes gluten an easy villain to target on a massive scale.

For example, here’s a list of gluten-related maladies listed on The Gluten Free Society website:

	Acid-reflux or heartburn
	Anemia
	Autoimmune diseases (including autoimmune thyroid disease, rheumatoid arthritis, and type 1 diabetes)
	Depression
	Migraine Headaches
	Bone loss (including osteopenia and osteoporosis)
	IBS (irritable bowel syndrome)
	Chronic Fatigue
	Gas and bloating
	Unexplained bouts of dizziness or ear ringing
	Skin rashes (including dermatitis herpetiformis, eczema, and psoriasis)
	Unexplained infertility


Do you have any one, or more, of those issues? Could your problem be gluten? Maybe, maybe not, but with the barn door open that wide it sure seems like you could be gluten intolerant and just not realize it, right?

And that’s the problem with the health panic swirling around gluten: the parameters for interpreting what is or is not caused by the alleged culprit are virtually nonexistent.

And what happens when wide-open interpretation meets public confusion? Marketing opportunities aplenty. So now we have “gluten free” diets being marketed as the panacea for everything from skin conditions to obesity. Daytime television celebrity Elizabeth Hasselbeck has built a publishing juggernaut from promoting the “G-Free” lifestyle. And she’s hardly alone: Amazon has about 4,000 gluten-free books in stock at last check.

Many of these books contain quality information, I’m sure. But the sales mojo fueling their success isn’t necessarily coming from the strongest clinical evidence available. Of course, it doesn’t have to. Once the marketing tornado takes hold, evidence … well, why even talk about evidence with all these books and diet products to sell.

But, for what it’s worth, here’s my take on the evidence thus far:

Is there ample evidence that a percentage of the population can suffer extremely serious health issues from gluten exposure? Yes, definitely. If you are not one of these people, does this evidence warrant nuking all gluten-containing products in your house and trying on a gluten-free lifestyle? Probably not.

I’m also confident in concluding that it’s worth keeping an eye out for what new research is revealing about the effects of gluten on the body and brain. I don’t think this story is over yet, and in the next 3–5 years we may have a new picture that justifies a different outlook. Until then, don’t expect many solid answers from the hype machine.

Originally published on Forbes.com, Oct 2, 2012
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