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Soy what?
by Allison rEynA

o
ver the past two decades, the 

consumption of products de-

rived from soybeans has in-

creased dramatically in the United 

States. According to the Soyfoods Asso-

ciation of North America, sales of soy 

food products increased from $1 billion 

to over $5.2 billion from 1996 to 2011. Before the early ’90s, it was 

difficult to find any soy products in the American grocery store, but 

today, our grocery stores are brimming with soy milk, soy cheese, 

soy yogurt, soy burgers, soy nuts and soy ice cream. Soy is also found 

in less obvious products such as crackers, energy bars, soups, salad 

dressings and chocolate. In fact, over 60 percent of the products sold 

in supermarkets contain at least one soy ingredient. How did soy go 

from virtual anonymity to ubiquity so quickly?

According to the Mayo Clinic, soy foods have been in the Asian 

diet for at least 5,000 years. Miso, soy sauce and tempeh (all fermented 

soy products) were the most prevalent soy foods, while tofu, which 

appeared later, was used sparingly in things like miso soup and fish 

stock. Today, soy is consumed in Asia in many of the same traditional 

ways—in small amounts, mostly in its natural or fermented state.

According to the book Eat Your Food by Aaron Brachfeld and Mary 

Choate, soybeans were first introduced to America when a sailor 

brought them home after visiting China in 1765. Large-scale manufac-

turing didn’t begin until World War II, when soybeans were ground up 

and became a key ingredient in the animal feed given to chickens and 

pigs. It wasn’t until late in the 20th century that food manufacturers 

increased the diversity of soy products—from soy cheese to soy meats 

to soy ice cream—and began investing heavily in the marketing of soy. 

Soy is high in protein, cholesterol-free and contains no animal 

fat. Fermented soy products—such as miso, tempeh and soy sauce—

have the added bonus of containing natural probiotics, which keep 

the gut healthy. For these reasons, soy was an easy product to pro-

mote—it was cheap, versatile and easy to prepare. Because of this, 

soy became the health panacea to most major illnesses, including 

cancer and heart disease. According to the Mayo Clinic’s website, it 

can reduce the risk of arthritis, increase brain function and reduce 

menopausal symptoms; however, large studies to prove such claims 

have had conflicting results. Other studies have shown a relationship 

between high soy consumption and an increased risk of osteoarthri-

tis, breast cancer and thyroid impairment. 

Today, soy is one of the top four crops grown in the United States. 

The soybean is processed into two sep-

arate products: soy protein and soybean 

oil, which is commonly used in packaged 

food since it is cheap to manufacture 

and can be used as a preservative. It’s 

also marketed as a healthier alternative 

to other oils because of its low saturat-

ed fat content. The protein is heavily manufactured and turned into 

a variety of other products that are commonly found in processed 

foods: soy protein isolate, soy protein powder, soy lecithin and more. 

These ingredients are often used as stabilizers and preservatives in 

packaged, boxed and canned foods, leading those who are sensitive 

or allergic to soy to scour nutrition labels with a critical eye.  

In fact, soy is one of the top allergenic foods, along with milk, 

eggs, peanuts, tree nuts, fish, shellfish and wheat. Food allergies have 

become a growing concern in the health world, especially those af-

fecting young children. Last year, the journal Pediatrics reported that 

childhood food allergies have risen 50 percent since 2007, affecting 

1 in every 13 children. One theory about food allergies is that people 

become allergic to those foods that they consume most often. Might 

this be why soy allergies are so common? Others believe that soy 

allergies are more common among Westerners because soy is not 

native to our ancestral diet. And even if consumers are painstaking-

ly avoiding the typical processed soy products and closely examin-

ing ingredient labels for soy protein isolate or soybean oil, they still 

might be consuming soy through meat products, since soy is a key 

ingredient in animal feed.

Soy formula has also been a popular alternative for babies with 

dairy allergies and is often recommended as a replacement for cow’s 

milk. In 2008, the American Academy of Pediatrics estimated that 

soy-based formulas accounted for 20 to 25 percent of the formula 

market. However, like other processed soy products, concerns have 

been raised about soy formula by health and medical professionals. 

Dr. William Sears, pediatrician and coauthor of several best-selling 

baby books, including The Baby Book, warns that feeding a baby soy 

formula before intestinal closure may increase the risk of a soy allergy 

later in life. Also, soy naturally contains isoflavones, also referred to as 

phytoestrogens because of their ability to mimic estrogen in the body. 

According to the National Institutes of Health, animal studies indicate 

that this may contribute to the early onset of puberty in girls.

Other concerns about soy are the potential health risks from ge-

netically modified organisms (GMOs). According to the USDA, 92 
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percent of the soy grown in this country is genetically modified. 

Most countries, including Australia, Japan and all of Europe, require 

food manufacturers to label products that contain GMOs. Similar to 

processed soy products, GMOs have become such a ubiquitous part 

of our food supply so quickly that the medical community is unsure 

what, if any, the effect on our health is or will be in the future. Under 

current U.S. regulations, foods containing GMOs do not have to be 

labeled. To avoid GMOs, consumers must seek out products that are 

100 percent organic.

Soy will continue to be a controversial food in the health world. 

Those not allergic, but still concerned about possible health con-

cerns regarding the consumption of soy, should enjoy it in moder-

ation and seek out fermented, minimally processed, organic forms 

such as tempeh, miso and soy sauce.

According to the USDA, 

92 percent of the soy grown 

in this country is genetically 

modified


