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Cancer Forum 2004

| Future Evaluation of Inmune-Enhancing Food

By Hiroaki Maeda, Japan Functional Food Research Association

Nearly 20 years have passed since the emergence of a new school of nutrition study that
focuses on food components in terms of their function, instead of the hitherto conventional
evaluation of their characteristic properties. Conventional evaluation reached its conclusions on
the basis of analytical values — focussing therefore in most cases on the nutrients which food
contains. But it is meaningless to evaluate food components while they are outside the living
body — 1t i1s the manner in which they are used inside the body that has meaning and

significance. 'Functional food" is a line of thought that seeks to evaluate the relationship

between food components and the body after they are consumed.

The foods we consume pass through the digestive tract and either become lower molecular
welght compounds 1.e. digested, to be absorbed into our blood via the intestinal canal, or are
excreted without ever being digested. After food is consumed, it changes into different
components within the digestive system. And those components perform a range of different
functions in each part of the digestive system, or during the metabolic processes in the blood.

At the same time, components that pass through the intestinal canal also perform very

important functions.

Conventional studies of nutrition focused on nutritional elements, leading to the idea that foods
containing more of the components that can be turned into blood, flesh and energy are
intrinsically more valuable. The relationship between food and the immune system was only

studied in limited terms — for instance, the finding that malnutrition reduced immune system

efficiency, or that some food components trigger allergic reactions. Enhancing the immune

system, by such means as activating lymphocytes or reducing over-inflammation, was
considered the province of drug treatment, and even today there is no official endorsement for

the idea that food itself can enhance the action of the immune system.

But components that enhance the immune system are found in many foods, as numerous
practical studies have shown. It is also true that many of those components are eliminated from
food ingredients, either because they interfere with flavor or because they are perceived as

lacking nutritional value. Recent opinions strongly suggest that excessive consumption of

highly refined foods leads to an increase in lifestyle-related diseases, including communicable

diseases and cancers. However, today all diseases are thought of in terms of bacterial




pathogens or localized metabolic disorders, and the dominant method of treatment 1s by
symptomatic therapy, using drugs. This same way of thinking also predominated in the history
of nutrition science, where it actually obstructed the search for the true causes of disease. The
successes and failures involved in discovering the relationship between scurvy and vitamin C,
or between beriberi and vitamin Bi, are typical examples. I believe that in time, the existence
of immune-enhancing components in food will be supported by more scientific evidence, and
that when this gains proper recognition in the field of biochemistry, it will be accepted as a

new, life-supporting element of nutrition.

The functions of food components can often seem low-key, insignificant and insubstantial — and

thus difficult to evaluate, which is why they tend to attract less attention than they should.

Nevertheless, these functions are vital to sustain life. Their primary purpose is the building of a
healthy body, just as the activities of medicine are primarily concerned with removing the
causes of disease. Recognizing this difference between the two disciplines, and applying each in
the right way, are necessary to achieve and sustain a high quality of life. This is the central

point that I would like to share as widely as possible.




