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Following the Inca’s path to successful oral aging... no
sacrifices, just nutrition.
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ABSTRACT

Inca civilization is a subject of great fascination due to its rapid development and
successful oral aging centuries ago. Their diet was primarily plant-based, with lean
animal protein, nuts, and seeds, and lacked fermentable sugars, preventing non-
communicable diseases, such as caries and periodontal diseases. Developing national
ageing policies and strategies to improve oral functionality and tackle economic barriers
to a balanced diet, ensuring better nutrition and quality of life for older people are
necessary to achieve Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), with the World Health
Organization estimating its necessity in meeting 12 of the 17 SDGs. Such policies would
also honor our native ancestors.
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Dear Editor,

We are curious about Inca culture, as we always wonder how they achieved such
development centuries before globalization. Interestingly, a passage from the book “Nutrition
in Ancient Peru” by Santiago Antunez de Mayolo (1981) quotes the following note from
Bernabé Cobo (Historia del Nuevo Mundo, 1653)": “they all have very good teeth and so
strong that they last all their lives... they rarely suffer from toothache or tooth decay, and the
old indian who lacks teeth is rare”. Among the sacrifices made by Incas, they rarely had
to sacrifice their teeth. In the following we will explain why we have to remember our Latin
American nutritional roots.

According to Cobo, physicians and healers prescribed specific diets and herbs for
the prevention and treatment of ailments, demonstrating their excellent health status and
absence of non-communicable diseases(. It is curious that on the other side of the world,
Greeks also practiced these recommendations, hence the phrase of Hippocrates “Let food
be thy medicine and medicine be thy food”. Indeed, the Inca diet abounded in a variety of
fruits, vegetables, legumes, lean animal protein, nuts and seeds which, by the way, were
grown and harvested by the Incas themselves. Even they had specific words that refers to
“eating green things” (paco, pacotha or cachuni). Nowadays, a dietary pattern that leads to
the same health outcomes could be the Mediterranean diet (or any other plant-based diet)
23_The effect of the absence of fermentable sugars and consumption of a healthy diet on
the development of carious lesions is well known®. Additionally, diets rich in vegetables have
been shown to decrease clinical indicators of gingival inflammation and loss of periodontal
support®,

Incas knew that investing in health is better than spending on diseases. Paradoxically,
nowadays, public and private expenditures for oral healthcare have reached an estimated
US$ 387 billion globally, with unequal distribution across regions and countries. In high-
income countries, healthcare profoundly relies on interventionist, high-technology, specialized
approaches, which fail to address the causes of oral diseases and its disparities. In contrast,
for low- and middle-income countries, “Westernized dentistry” is particularly inappropriate,
lacking on access and affordability for the majority of the population, especially the rural
poor®,

In this sense, it is important to strengthen and develop public policies to achieve successful
oral aging, not only because it improves the quality of life of older people”, but also because
it reduces the high costs of treating oral diseases. During the current demographic transition,
this is especially important in terms of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)®. In fact, the
World Health Organization has estimated that good nutrition is necessary for meeting 12 of
the 17 SDGs®. Although national aging policies propose to improve the nutrition of older
people, strategies to achieve this objective in terms of oral functionality and economic barrier
tackling® have not been considered.

We must include the saying “healthy teeth and a healthy diet go hand in hand; secure
both for a long and fulfilling life” in all the aging policies, to improve the quality of life of
Latin American older persons, and also make proud and commemorate our native ancestors
(Figure 1).
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CLINICAL RELEVANCE

Decision makers and clinicians must consider the virtuous circle
generated between teeth and healthy diet for the care of the aged,
promoting ad-hoc policies and practices to achieve successful (oral)

aging.
SOURCE OF FUNDING
This research was supported by FONDEF [+D, ID22110101, Santiago,
Chile.
CONFLICT OF INTEREST

The authors declare that they have no conflict of interest.

Figure 1. Oil painting of an Inca giving fruits and vegetables to a
contemporary person. Source: created using DALL-E 2°.
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