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Sweet Nothings

The new artificial sweetener, Splenda(, is so popular, and supplies so limited, that even Santa probably couldn’t come up with any.  This suggests that we continue to seek effortless short cuts to trimmer waists, and/or better health.  


Artificial sweeteners are unlikely to provide that short cut. When first released, saccharin (Sweet ‘n Low) was a big hit, too.  Our enthusiasm waned rapidly, however, when concerns arose about cancer-causing potential.  In retrospect, saccharin probably isn’t carcinogenic, or at least not strongly so, but once tarred with that brush, there tends to be no turning back.


The next big thing was aspartame, or Nutrasweet(.  Still very popular, Nutrasweet has generated health concerns of its own.  There is theoretical neurotoxicity associated with this compound made from protein molecules, although no clear evidence of any such harm in people.  Still, the honeymoon with Nutrasweet is clearly over.


Artificial sweeteners are useful because they replace sugar, which we tend to consume in excess.  They offer fewer calories than sugar, or none as in the case of Splenda, and little or no effect on blood glucose and insulin levels.  

But one of the reasons we all tend to eat too much sugar in the first place is that sugar has addictive, or nearly addictive, properties.  The so-called ‘sweet tooth’ many of us harbor is not really stuck in our gums, it’s stuck in our brains!  Sugary foods in Nature are good sources of quick energy, so the hard-wiring of our brain’s pleasure center rewards us for eating sweets.


Addiction is determined not only by the food or drug in question, but also by our interaction with it.  Even the most addictive drug does not cause addiction immediately.  The necessary ingredients are the properties of the substance, along with frequency and intensity of exposure.  A true sweet tooth can only sprout if fed sugar in sufficient quantities.  Or to put it in harsher terms, sugar addiction feeds on sweets, and wastes away without them.


While we know that sugar in processed foods, often in the form of ‘high fructose corn syrup,’ propagates a preference for more and more sweets, we don’t know for sure what the effects of artificial sweeteners are.  It may be that any source of sweetness in the diet enhances our native affinity for sweet tasting food, and compels us to seek more.  It may be that the more sweet we eat, the more we need to feel satisfied.

A recent experiment in animals suggests that calories removed by use of artificial sweeteners may simply be added back in other places.  It also suggests that the dissociation of sweet taste from calories may actually undermine some of the brain’s built-in defenses against over-eating.  Animals given diet soda overate and got fat when fed gruel with sugar; comparison animals who had been given regular soda ate less of the gruel, and remained thin.  Go figure!

Splenda is the marketing name used for sucralose, in essence a bulky sugar molecule created by linking other sugar molecules together. Commercially, it’s a darling because it withstands heat and can be used in baking; hence, the shortage. It is free of calories, minimally metabolized, and minimally absorbed.  It is probably safe.

But Splenda is no panacea.  If truly free of both calories and harmful effects, it is the proverbial ‘sweet nothing.’  That may offer something in support of weight control, but not much.  The time-tested route to better nutritional health and weight control still runs through the produce aisle, and the gym.
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