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What is the Ketogenic Diet?
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	Any diet is more than what meets the eye. It is in short, the potential of a lifestyle. What we eat everyday goes hand in hand with our attitudes, beliefs and ways of being. Picking the right diet must then align with these aspects of lifestyle and vice versa. For a diet to be successful, it must reflect the beliefs, lifestyle choices and attitudes of the dieter. Many times this will require a radical change in the way we view food, and what we come to expect from it.

	The tradition of diets goes back to ancient human history, where we ate whatever we could find. Then with the rise of civilizations came the use of agriculture, livestock and newer methods for producing foodstuffs. Everyone knew food for what it was—energy. The same stuff that took us from a state of hunger to a state of fullness. Those who did not eat because of famine or disease paid the ultimate price. But it wasn’t until much later that there was higher interest in the what food consisted of. Galen, a renowned ancient physician of the Roman Empire wrote one of the earliest books on the subject, called The Properties of Foodstuffs. 

	In The Properties of Foodstuffs Galen talks about rudimentary nutrition, and how food affects physiological and psychological makeup. Even back then (circa 100 A.D.) physicians knew that different food had different properties. But what Galen wrote would mostly go on to be disproved by modern natural sciences. For example, Galen believed that the body was governed by the four humors (yellow bile, black bile, phlegm, and blood). Any imbalance in these four humors was the primary cause of disease. While Galen didn’t say that eating any one food produced any of the humors, he did say that certain foods influenced the creation of such humors. He believed, for example, that honey undergoes a process inside the body that creates yellow bile, but not that honey in itself contains the humor.

	How Galen came to such conclusions is not clear, but there is some evidence from the ancient world that suggests a connection between sugar and disease. Diabetes when first observed by ancient Greek and Egyptian physicians was manifested by a  sweetening of the urine. In fact, the technical term for the various types of diabetes is called diabetes mellitus, diabetes meaning to siphon and mellitus meaning “honey” or “sweet”. It comes from the fact that physicians observed the urine to be sweet (and probably yellowish) to resemble honey. There is a connection here between Galen’s belief that a imbalance in the humors caused diseases, and that sugar was present in the urine of diabetics. By eating too much honey (sugar) one would unbalance the four humors, thus resulting in disease. Of course back then physicians really had no idea what diabetes was, or how to properly treat it. 

	But it was essentially that a foodstuff could potentially cause disease. Even if Galen’s theory of humors was woefully incorrect, it still hinted at a modern phenomenon of the affects of food consumption. Namely, that certain foods cause certain biochemical reactions inside the body. These reactions then go on to form changes in our physiological  and psychological makeup. So Galen wasn’t that wrong after all.

	The diet—or what we eat—quickly become a matter of medicine as much  as a matter of home economics. Physicians routinely prescribed food as a possible therapy for. Don’t eat this, eat that instead. Limit consumption of this food, and so on. We know now that diet and disease go hand in hand. Cardiovascular disease, diabetes, even cancer are affected to some degree by the things that we eat. Galen knew this, but was unable to produce the necessary scientific reasoning behind it. Today we have modern science, biochemistry and loads of experimental data that proves, once and for all, that we are what we eat.

	In the tradition of using diet to treat certain ailments, physicians in the  19th and 20th centuries tried treating some of their patients with food. Obesity, for example, was hardly ever observed before the 19th century when industrialization really took off. New milling techniques for separating the germ from the endosperm of wheat resulted into new varieties of wheat being manufactured. This wheat was fattening, because it was refined from much of the natural properties found in whole grain. For the first time in industrialized nations, people started getting fat. And it wasn’t just the kings or people from affluence who gained corpulent bodies. Even common folk were getting fat. 
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