


And on, and on, and on. Understanding how good nutrition protects you
against these dire consequences requires a familiarity with the language and
concepts of nutrition. Knowing some basic chemistry is helpful (don’t panic:
Chemistry can be a cinch when you read about it in plain English). A smatter-
ing of sociology and psychology is also useful, because although nutrition is
mostly about how food revs up and sustains your body, it’s also about the
cultural traditions and individual differences that explain how you choose
your favorite foods (see Chapter 15).

To sum it up: Nutrition is about why you eat what you eat and how the food
you get affects your body and your health.

First principles: Energy and nutrients
Nutrition’s primary task is figuring out which foods and beverages (in what
quantities) provide the energy and building material you need to construct
and maintain every organ and system. To do this, nutrition concentrates on
food’s two basic attributes: energy and nutrients.

10 Part I: The Basic Facts about Nutrition 

Essential nutrients for Fido, 
Fluffy, and your pet petunia

Vitamin C isn’t the only nutrient that’s essential for
one species but not for others. Many organic
compounds (substances similar to vitamins) and
elements (minerals) are essential for your green
or furry friends but not for you, either because you
can synthesize them from the food you eat or
because they’re so widely available in the human
diet and you require such small amounts that you
can get what you need without hardly trying.

Two good examples are the organic compounds
choline and myoinositol. Choline is an essential
nutrient for several species of animals, includ-
ing dogs, cats, rats, and guinea pigs. Although
choline has now been declared essential for
human beings (more about that in Chapter 10),
human bodies produce choline on their own,
and you can get choline from eggs, liver, soy-
beans, cauliflower, and lettuce. Myoinositol is

an essential nutrient for gerbils and rats, but
human beings synthesize it naturally and use it
in many body processes, such as transmitting
signals between cells.

Here’s a handy list of nutrients that are essen-
tial for animals and/or plants but not for you:

Organic Compounds Elements

Carnitine Arsenic

Myoinositol Cadmium

Taurine Lead

Nickel

Silicon

Tin

Vanadium
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