Free Radicals, Antioxidants, and the Vitamin Controversy
     The controversy over vitamins never seems to end. One of the latest articles in relation to it is in Reader’s Digest and it is titled “The Vitamin Hoax.” Its subtitle is “10 vitamins you shouldn’t take,” and this includes almost all of them. With literarily all doctors, researchers and nutritionists telling us that vitamins and minerals are important for our health and if you don’t get enough, your health will suffer, why are people still saying we don’t need vitamins? If you read the article (and others like it), however, you soon find that they’re talking about “megavitamins,” and it is true that high doses of many vitamins may do more harm than good. If a certain amount of a vitamin is good for you, twice as much is not twice as good for you; in fact, it may be harmful. You should stick to the recommended dose. It would be nice, however, if they made it clear in the title of these articles that this is what they are talking about. 
     But why do we need vitamins? One of the main reasons is that several of them act as antioxidants. To see why antioxidants are important, we have to look at what are called “free radicals.” A free radical is an atom with a missing electron, and the atom we need to worry about is oxygen. It can lose one of its outer electrons in several ways (via pollution, radiation, cigarette smoke and other things), and when it does, it wants to fill the space left by the missing electron as quickly as possible. It therefore looks around to see where it can “steal” one, and if this free radical is in your body it frequently goes after important cellular components such as DNA, RNA, and cell membranes. As I’m sure you know, DNA is the stuff of life, and it contains the “code of life.” This code is exposed when it replicates, and if a free radical steals an electron at this time it can cause a mutation. In fact, it usually causes a “chain reaction” of mutations that can do considerable damage to the cell. 
       Do we have any defense against this? We do. Molecules called antioxidants come to our rescue: they get rid of the free radicals before they can do any damage. Some of the best antioxidants are vitamins, and  vitamins E and C along with beta carotene are three of the best. So it’s obvious that we need them; they protect us from many diseases including heart disease and cancer. But there are problems, and one of them is that we’re still not sure exactly how much we need, but there’s no doubt that we do need them. Furthermore, studies show that vitamins and antioxidants act best if they come from food rather than supplements, so it’s best to get your vitamins from your diet. But studies show that less then 3 % of people eat the required 5 to 8 servings of antioxidant-rich food per day. For them, supplements are needed.
