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Autism, and the Truth about What We Eat

There is, according to the consensus of experts published recently in the journal Pediatrics, no clear basis yet for treating autism with any particular, special diet.  This does not mean there never will be a basis- absence of evidence is not reliably evidence of absence.  But we don’t have the answer now, much to the disappointment of the families desperate for it.
This is a bitter pill we all need to swallow- even I.  It's tough for me because convincing people we are what we eat is fundamental to my professional agenda.  And it is the truth, and nothing but the truth- it simply isn't the whole truth.
Our bodies shed billions of senescent cells every day, which then must be replaced.  From whence the construction material to build billions of cells every day?  Fundamentally, from our food, and no where else.  
The one caveat is that we can deconstruct parts of ourselves to build other parts- so, for instance, we can erode calcium out of our bones to put it into our bloodstream, or break down muscle to release amino acids we need to build white blood cells, or red.  
But the calcium got into our bones from our diet in the first place, as did the protein in our muscles, so the basic argument remains intact: food is the source of all raw material that sustains our bodies.
And even more compelling, it is the sole source of construction material for the growing body of a child.  What our children and grandchildren eat becomes their growth.  In this context, our societal tolerance for 'junk food' as something almost cute becomes quite jarring.  Would any loving parent or grandparent willingly grow their child out of junk?  We do it wholesale, every day.  Frankly, I really think we should stop.
There would be enormous health benefits if we did.  If we put nothing but good construction material into our kids- and ourselves-  the evidence is nothing short of overwhelming that better health would come out.  We would experience less obesity, diabetes, heart disease, and cancer; less asthma, allergy, arthritis, and dermatitis.  And the list goes on.

In fact, the list does extend to behavioral disorders in children.  I am convinced that optimizing diets would result in less ADD and ADHD, as I find the evidence linking these disorders to the transgressions of the modern food supply- compiled by the Center for Science in the Public Interest (http://www.cspinet.org/diet.html) among others- provocative at least, persuasive at best.  While on this topic, I hasten to note that colleagues and I have research findings soon to be published showing that increasing daily physical activity among elementary school children can significantly reduce the need for medication to treat ADHD.

But a healthful lifestyle, and in particular eating well, would not eliminate health problems entirely- which brings us back to the topic of autism and related disorders.  We don’t know exactly what autism is, or what causes it.  There is clearly a genetic component, as well as potential environmental triggers.

We have, of course, long known that some disorders - such as Huntington’s disease, or sickle cell anemia- are entirely genetic.  In such cases, having a particular allele (a version of a given gene) –or a copy of it from both parents- means having the disease.  

Many other conditions involve subtle gene/environment interactions.  However, even as we learn more about the genetic basis for diseases, we are also learning more about the power of lifestyle over genes.  Intensive lifestyle interventions can change the behavior of genes, reducing risk for conditions from diabetes to cancer.  Maybe we will add autism to this list some day.

Autism would be bad enough if we knew why it happened- it is that much more exasperating that we don't.  It is simply human nature to ask: why?  Why me?  Why my child?  We don't always know.  But we are always learning- so the answers we don't have today will likely come in the fullness of time. 
The frustrations engendered by autism, and the feelings of relative helplessness compounded by the new report on diet, reminds me of a challenge thrown at me when I spoke some months ago about the importance of diet to a cancer survivors’ group.  A woman in the audience told a story about a friend who didn’t smoke, was physically fit, and followed a wholesome vegetarian diet- but developed breast cancer anyway.  She asked me how such a thing could be if lifestyle was as important to health, and cancer prevention, as I was contending.
My response- along with shared frustration and sympathy- was that we sail the ship, but don’t rule the wind and waves.  There are unforeseen tempests in our lives- and in our genes- that can overcome our best efforts at health.  But under any given set of conditions at sea, the well-sailed vessel is the one most likely to make a safe crossing.
We must all live with this week's news that thus far, we can't reliably fix autism with diet.  But while waiting for answers we don't have, most of us could live far better if we put what we do know about diet and health to better work.  
We are what we eat.  That this is not the whole truth should in no way dissuade us from recognizing it is, indeed, the truth- and nothing but.
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