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Monosodium glutamate: an
unjustified bad reputation

Richard Béliveau
Translated from Le Journal de Montréal, February 03, 2014

For several years, monosodium glutamate has been falsely
perceived by some as a dangerous food additive, associated with
different negative effects on health.

Yet this is a myth since glutamate has always been part of the
human diet and is itself responsible for the good taste of some
foods.

DELICIOUS TASTE

Beyond the four basic tastes (sweet, salty, sour and bitter), the
tongue also has the ability to detect glutamate, one of the principal
constituents of the proteins present in our diet. This taste, called
umami (which translates to “delicious taste” in Japanese), is
particularly strong after the preparation of foods rich in proteins,
such as after prolonged cooking of meats, in the making of certain
cheeses (e.g. parmesan, roquefort) or in the fermentation of certain
sauces (fish or soya sauce). Glutamate is also a product of some
plant sources since vegetables such as tomatoes, peas or even some
mushrooms (shiitake) are important sources of the umami taste.
Overall, umami can be considered essentially as a “protein
detector”, a taste which is extremely important given the crucial
role of these molecules in the complex biochemistry of the human

body.
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MONOSODIUM GLUTAMATE

The discovery that glutamate is responsible for the good taste of
some foods led to the development of monosodium glutamate
(MSQG), a purified form of this molecule which is largely used in
cooking to enhance the flavour of some dishes. Very popular in
Asia since its commercialization in 1909, MSG is much less
common in the West, where it has been accused of being
responsible for “Chinese restaurant syndrome”, a group of
symptoms (headache, bloating, chest pain) supposedly suffered by
some people after consuming Asian meals.

Yet numerous studies have looked into this phenomenon without
ever establishing any link between the consumption of MSG and

the appearance of these symptoms. For example, blinded studies
performed with subjects who claimed to be sensitive to this
substance have shown that ingestion of food containing MSG at
significant concentrations, greater than would be found in meals at
Chinese restaurants, had no effect'”. According to an exhaustive
study by the Federation of American Societies for Experimental
Biology (FASEB), published in 1995, MSG was completely
harmless at doses found in food and the reported cases of
intolerance were anecdotal and impossible to attribute to this
substance'”. More than twenty years later, no new study has
provided any evidence that would question this conclusion. This
absolute absence of negative effects is not particularly shocking,
since MSG is chemically identical to the glutamate which is
naturally present in our daily meals and it is metabolized in exactly
the same way. To put this into perspective, it has been estimated
that each adult consumes an average of 13 grams of glutamate each
day, whereas the contribution of added monosodium glutamate is
about 20 times less than this, around 0.5 grams per day.

CULINARY URBAN LEGENDS

The story of MSG is a good example of the tenacity of myths
which surround certain foods and the importance of showing
judgement before immediately accepting all that one is told,
especially during this era when the Internet enables rapid diffusion
on a large scale of any opinions, unfounded or not. After 100 years
of using this food, a multitude of studies regarding its effects on
health and rigorous analysis of the data obtained by the ensemble
of agencies responsible for food security around the world, the
report could not more clear: MSG is absolutely without danger to
health. Science, after all, is based on facts rather than opinion!
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