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THE TRUTH ABOUT

An ancient soy food with a modern reputation

The short answer Tofu is not a newly invented meat substitute. It is a traditional Chinese food made by
curdling cooked soymilk. Its precise origin is uncertain, but it has been eaten for roughly two thousand years.

Why This Matters

Tofu can look like a modern specialty food if it was not part of your family’s food culture. Looking at its history
and how it is made changes the question from “Is this strange processed food?” to “What did people discover they
could do with a soybean?” Understanding the process helps us judge tofu by evidence rather than by novelty,
marketing, or fear.

Learning Objectives

L] Describe what tofu is and how it is made.

L] Explain what is known—and not known—about tofu’s origin.

L] Compare tofu with whole soybeans without calling either one “better”
L] Choose a tofu texture and preparation method for a meal.

L] Recognize common soy concerns and know when individualized advice matters.

Start With Your Questions

Before reading, what have you heard or wondered about tofu?
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What Is Tofu?

Tofu is bean curd. Dried soybeans are soaked, ground with water and heated. The liquid—soymilk—is separated
from much of the insoluble pulp, then a coagulant causes the soy proteins to gather into curds. Those curds may be
left very soft or pressed into firmer blocks. The method is often compared with cheesemaking, although tofu
contains no dairy.
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SOAK & GRIND COOK & STRAIN COAGULATE PRESS OR SET
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Take a Closer Look

What makes the soymilk turn into tofu?

The ingredient is called a coagulant. Heating unfolds some of the soy proteins; the coagulant then helps those
proteins link together and trap water and fat in a soft gel or curd. The curds can be eaten tender or pressed to
remove more water and make firmer tofu. This is why tofu-making is often compared with cheesemaking.

¢ Calcium sulfate (gypsum) usually produces a tender curd and can add a meaningful amount of calcium.
® Magnesium chloride—traditionally supplied by nigari, a mineral-rich residue from sea-salt production—often

produces a delicate curd with a subtly different texture.
¢ Glucono delta-lactone (GDL) slowly forms a mild acid and is commonly used for smooth, uniform silken tofu.

Look at the ingredients: The coagulant is not simply a processing footnote. It helps determine texture and
may change the tofu’s mineral content, which is why calcium values can differ greatly between brands.

Is this like making cheese—and how much remains?

The comparison is useful, but not exact. Most cheese is coagulated mainly by rennet enzymes, by acid made by
starter cultures, or by direct acidification. Cheesemakers may also add a small amount of calcium chloride to help
milk form a stronger curd. Tofu uses calcium or magnesium salts, or gradual acidification with GDL, as the main
trigger for curd formation.

Only a small quantity of coagulant is needed relative to the soymilk. There is no single amount in finished tofu
because recipes, coagulants, pressing and water content differ. During regular tofu production, liquid whey drains
away and carries some dissolved material with it; some calcium or magnesium remains associated with the curd.
That retained mineral is part of the reason calcium-set tofu can be a calcium source. With silken tofu, little or no
whey is removed, so the formulation remains in the container. The Nutrition Facts table is more useful than
guessing from the ingredient name.

Safety perspective: Calcium sulfate, magnesium chloride and GDL are established food-grade ingredients
used in small, technically necessary amounts. “Calcium sulfate” may sound industrial, but it is simply a
calcium mineral salt. The important distinctions are food-grade purity, permitted use and the amount used—
not whether the name sounds familiar.
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When did tofu become a “thing”?

The honest answer is that no one can name a certain inventor or exact date. Tofu is generally traced to ancient
China. A popular legend credits Liu An, a Han-dynasty prince who lived in the second century BCE, but historians
do not consider that attribution proven. The Food and Agriculture Organization notes that bean curd has been
prepared in China for thousands of years and that a written record dates to the second century BCE. It later became
deeply established across East and Southeast Asian cuisines. The Japanese word tofu became the familiar English
name.

History, not hype: Tofu was already an old food long before it was marketed in the West as a vegetarian
meat alternative. Western consumption expanded notably in the 1970s, but the food itself is ancient.

Why not just eat soybeans?

You can—and whole soybeans, edamame, tofu and tempeh can all fit. They simply do different jobs.

Food What it keeps Why someone might choose it

Whole mature D , heart d satisfying; i

The whole bean, including more of its fibre ens'e ear y an. Sanstymng requlre
soybeans soaking/cooking if purchased dried
Edamame The whole young soybean Fresh-tasting, convenient and fibre-rich

Protein and fat from soymilk; much of the insoluble Tender, versatile, takes on flavour, and offers textures
Tofu o

fibre remains in the okara that whole beans cannot

Fi higher-fi ith a diff

Tempeh The whole bean in a fermented cake irm, nutty, higher-fibre texture with a different

culinary use

Turning soybeans into tofu changes texture, water content and nutrient concentration. Heating also inactivates
trypsin inhibitors that would otherwise reduce protein digestion. But tofu is not nutritionally identical to the whole
bean: straining removes much of the insoluble fibre, and calcium content depends strongly on the coagulant and
brand.

What You Need to Know

Nutrition: read the package, not a single universal number

Tofu supplies high-quality plant protein and all nine essential amino acids. It also provides unsaturated fat and
minerals. A commonly cited 85 g (3 0z) serving of soft tofu provides about 8 g of protein, but values vary with
firmness, water content and brand. Firmer tofu generally contains more solids—and often more protein—per gram.

Calcium clue: If calcium sulfate appears in the ingredients, the tofu may be a meaningful calcium source.
Tofu set with magnesium salts or other coagulants may contain much less calcium. Compare the Nutrition
Facts table.

What about soy isoflavones?

Soy contains isoflavones, sometimes called phytoestrogens. They are not the same as human estrogen and can have
weak estrogen-like or anti-estrogenic activity depending on the tissue and context. Human evidence does not
support the common claim that moderate intake of traditional soy foods causes feminizing effects in men. For most
people, tofu is considered a nutritious food that can be eaten regularly.
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Where might tofu offer benefit?

The clearest benefit often comes from the whole food pattern and from what tofu replaces. Tofu provides protein
with little saturated fat and can replace some red or processed meat, cheese, or less-nutritious convenience foods.
Controlled-trial evidence finds a modest cholesterol-lowering effect from soy protein, while long-term
observational studies generally associate tofu and other traditional soy foods with neutral or favourable
cardiovascular outcomes. These findings support including tofu as one useful protein choice—not treating it as a
cure or requiring everyone to eat it.

Breast cancer and soy

The Canadian Cancer Society states that soy foods eaten as part of a healthy, balanced diet are unlikely to harm
breast cancer survivors; some evidence suggests they may be associated with improved survival. It distinguishes
foods such as tofu, soy milk and soybeans from concentrated soy powders, pills and supplements. Anyone receiving
cancer treatment should discuss supplements and major dietary changes with their oncology team.

Thyroid medication and allergy

® Soy does not need to be routinely avoided by everyone with a thyroid condition, but it can interfere with

absorption of levothyroxine if eaten too close to the medication. Follow the medication instructions and ask a
pharmacist or clinician about timing.

e Soy is a priority food allergen in Canada. Anyone with a diagnosed soy allergy should follow their allergy plan
and read labels carefully.

Did You Know?

The leftover soybean pulp from making soymilk is called okara. It contains fibre and some protein. In traditional
and modern kitchens it may be used in patties, baking, soups or animal feed rather than discarded.

Practical Tips

Choose the texture for the job

Type Best for What to expect
Silken Smoothies, sauces, desserts, soups Delicate; usually not pressed
Soft / medium Soups, gentle braises, scrambles Tender and moist
Firm Stir-fries, curries, baking Holds shape with care
Extra-firm Crisping, grilling, air-frying Lower water; chewier texture
A simple first try

¢ Choose firm or extra-firm tofu. Drain and pat dry; press only if the recipe needs a drier, crispier result.

e Tear or cube it. Torn edges create more surface area for browning.

® Season in layers: a little soy sauce or salt, then garlic, ginger, smoked paprika, curry spice or another flavour
you already enjoy.

e For a crisper exterior, add a very light coating of cornstarch, potato starch, arrowroot starch or rice flour.

Potato starch and rice flour can produce an especially crisp shell; arrowroot works but may become slightly
sticky when heavily sauced.
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® Bake, air-fry or pan-cook until browned. Add sauce near the end so the surface stays crisp.

No starch needed: Tofu can still brown without a coating. Use extra-firm tofu, dry the surface well, preheat
the pan or oven, use a little oil, leave space between pieces and resist turning them before a crust has formed.
Freezing and thawing first creates a chewier, more porous texture—but not necessarily a delicate crisp shell.

Storage and food safety

® Follow the package date and refrigeration instructions.
o After opening, keep tofu refrigerated in a clean covered container. If stored in water, replace the water daily

and use promptly according to the package guidance.
® Discard tofu with an off odour, slimy surface, unusual discoloration or a swollen/leaking package.

® Freezing changes tofu into a chewier, sponge-like texture that absorbs sauces well; it is a texture technique, not
a safety requirement.

Try It This Week

Choose one familiar meal where tofu could replace or accompany another protein:

Which texture and flavour would make it appealing to you?

Quick Summary

¢ Tofu is an ancient Chinese soy food—not a recently invented imitation food.

® Its exact inventor and date are uncertain; the Liu An story is tradition, not settled fact.

¢ Tofu is made by heating soymilk, forming curds and setting or pressing them.

® Whole soybeans and tofu are both useful. Whole beans retain more fibre; tofu offers different textures,

convenience and culinary versatility.
® Protein and calcium vary by type and brand, so read the Nutrition Facts table and ingredient list.

¢ For most people, traditional soy foods can be included regularly. Individual advice matters for soy allergy,

medication timing and cancer treatment decisions.

Bottom line: Tofu does not have to replace soybeans—or meat at every meal—to be useful. It is one
traditional way of turning a nutritious bean into a tender, adaptable protein food.

Questions | Still Have
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Prepared for the Truth and Food education portfolio

Educational draft. This resource provides general information and does not replace individualized medical or nutrition advice.
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