
Letter to the Editor:  The Pundit Speaks 
By Randolph M. Howes, M.D., Ph.D. 

October 24, 2021  

 

“Monosodium Glutamate (MSG)” 

 
Monosodium glutamate (MSG) continues to be a controversial food additive used around the world.  

Why are Americans so scared of MSG in their food?  It all started in 1968, with a letter in the New England 

Journal of Medicine.  In the letter, Dr. Robert Ho Man Kwok observed that after eating Chinese food he felt 

numb, sweaty, and otherwise ill.  Kwok speculated that MSG might have been the cause and started a decades-

long panic in the process.  But subsequent studies have repeatedly shown that Dr. Kwok’s thesis was incorrect.  

For the vast majority of Americans, MSG is totally safe.  MSG also known as the fifth taste or umami, is the 

sodium salt of glutamate — an amino acid naturally occurring in many foods and food additives and an 

important building block of protein in the body.  Glutamate was discovered from kombu seaweed in 1908 by 

Japanese professor of physical chemistry, Prof. Kikunae Ikeda.  He later extracted the amino acid, dissolved it in 

water, and neutralized it with sodium hydroxide to form MSG.  Glutamate itself is bitter, but MSG has a unique 

flavor that led Ikeda to coin the term umami, expanding upon four basic tastes: sweet, salty, bitter, and sour.  

MSG occurs naturally in various foods, such as carrot, onion, cabbage, potato, egg yolk, cheese, soy sauce, 

anchovies, and shrimp.  It is also produced through the fermentation of animal-based or plant-based foods, 

including molasses, sugarcane, sugar beet, beans, mushrooms, and seaweed.  MSG is used as a food additive 

and flavor enhancer either in the form of pure monosodium salt or from hydrolyzed protein products, such as 

vegetable protein.  It was widely accepted and used in Asian countries since its discovery but has been received 

with less skepticism in Western countries only in the second half of the 20th century.  It is commonly added to 

restaurant foods to enhance their palatability.  More recently, it has supplemented processed foods, such as 

frozen meals, canned tuna, dietary supplements, salad dressing, and infant formula.  In agriculture, it is used in 

combination with other ingredients and sold as AuxiGro, which is a fertilizer, pesticide, and plant primer whose 

role is to increase crop yield.  So, why do 40% of Americans still refuse to eat MSG?  The nocebo effect.  Being 

told that something is bad for you can make you think you’re experiencing symptoms.  MSG is found in 

common foods like Pringles and Campbell’s Soup—but because people don’t know it’s an ingredient, they don’t 

report symptoms.  But MSG has been linked with obesity, metabolic disorders, Chinese Restaurant Syndrome, 

neurotoxic effects and detrimental effects on the reproductive organs. 

In the America that I love, we realize that enjoying foods in moderation is the smart thing to do. 
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