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A last call to prepare for action at a later better time, made by the US labour organizer Joe Hill
before his execution exactly a century ago. If the time for transformation is not yet, now prepare for it
partnerships wouldn’t be the objects of envy or competition within the discipline, but
subjects of study – and scorn.
This is the kind of acceptance that I’d like to see nutrition embrace. I fear that this
day is some time in the future, and in the meantime, we must – in the words of
martyred labour activist Joe Hill - mourn, and organise.
Patel R. WN Project Phoenix. If the time is not now, it will come
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My theme in response to the WN Project Phoenix series (access these above) is
‘defining a new paradigm so that a more efficient preventive nutrition arises from the
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ashes of nutritionism’. Today, nutrition science is undoubtedly in transition. As
emphasised by Gyorgy Scrinis(1), David Jacobs and Linda Tapsell(2), and later by
myself and Edmond Rock (3), the ‘nutritionism’ paradigm, which is to say
reductionism, has largely prevailed. This attends to foods only as sums of nutrients.
This is not to say that nutritional reductionism is useless. It has indirectly saved very
many lives, notably by elucidating the mechanisms of vitamin deficiencies. But
reductionism is too prominent, to the point of being a dogma. Now its deleterious
consequences are obvious.
Thus, reductionism has enabled and encouraged the fractionation and recombination
of food ingredients in energy-dense, poorly satiating, ultra-processed food and drink
products. If these were consumed occasionally in small amounts there would be no
problem. But in many countries such products have become predominant,
constituting in some urban populations the basis of their diet(4), contributing to the
decrease of healthy life years. People in such countries may on average live longer
than their parents did – but increasingly in a diseased state.

Diet seen as a whole

Aims of the Brazilian Food Guide

Food enjoyment,
cultural diversity,
conviviality,
interaction with nature,
autonomy:
all enhanced
,

Water, soil, air,
biodiversity,
landscape, forests:
preserved, protected
Pollution, emissions,
use of resources,
waste, garbage,
all reduced

Food and
meal-based
diets

Healthy weight
Less nutrient deficiencies
Less diabetes, heart disease, cancer
Less medical, surgical treatment
Longer, better lives

The new Brazilian food guide sees diet as a whole in all its aspects. As illustrated here, in the
segments from top, left, these include the social, environmental and personal dimensions and benefits
Based on this finding and awareness, I propose five shifts amounting to a new
paradigm for a new preventive nutrition to increase healthy life years. This has much
in common with the philosophy of the new Brazilian food guide, the benefits of whose
recommendations are projected in the diagram above.
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1 Shifting from a dominant reductionist approach to a holistic approach in nutrition
research, which means considering nutrition as a holistic discipline with all its complex
dimensions(3, 5).
2 Shifting from dominant curative nutrition to a more focused preventive nutrition, notably
by studying more states of good health, not only searching for a differential effect
between healthy and ill subjects(6, 7). Indeed, the healthy state has never been seriously
characterised. By doing so, we will be able to elaborate new nutritional recommendations
to maintain stable healthy states within the range of natural variation.
3 Ranking foods in epidemiological studies according to their degree of processing, to reach
more solid scientific evidence as regards association with chronic disease risks(8, 9),
notably based on a classification such as NOVA (10). Indeed, increased prevalence of
chronic disease risk is associated with a high consumption of ultra-processed food
products(11, 12), not with food groups as such, like fruits, vegetables, dairy. This is well
illustrated by the Western and Mediterranean diets, the former being characterised by a
high quantity of ultra-processed products and higher risk of chronic diseases, and the
latter by a high quantity of minimally-processed products and a lower risk of chronic
diseases.
4 Defining food health potential based not only on nutrient density but also on food
structure properties, vital to satiety, the synergy of nutrient physiological actions, and
nutrient bioavailability(13-15), Nutrient composition is not sufficient. Food structure
indices should now be developed, according to the extent which food is broken down,
(16) and degree of satiety (17).
5 Shaping the framework or design of human interventional studies. When these are based
and derived from a pharmacological approach or design (7) they do not correspond to
real life and are not really applicable in preventive nutrition. New and future intervention
studies should be of ‘real life’ situations, including quality of life, emotional factors,
energy input and output (physical exercise), and also environmental impacts.

Acceptance and use of a holistic paradigm for epidemiological studies, and for
characterising food health potential, is now necessary and indispensable. Nutrition
education, based on food health potential according to degree of processing,
including the role of food structure and nutrient density, should be promoted in
primary and high schools and universities. In this way populations will be well-armed
against the pressure of corporate advertising of harmful products.
A holistic vision of diets should encompass their global health effects, and their
environmental impacts and socio-economic and cultural aspects. The definition of
what is a healthy diet should not be dogmatic and normative, implying only one type
of diet. By adapting to specific local or regional realities, it should respect cultural
habits, religious beliefs, environment, the pleasure of eating, and also the well-being
of farm animals. Healthy and sustainable diets are plant-based; dietary energy from
food of animal origin should amount at most to one-sixth of total intake (18).
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