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The Consequences of Truth: Postmodernism and American Psychiatry
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Those who are on the warpath against the pharmaceutical industry, and its collaborators in academic medicine, betray a deep philosophical commitment: postmodern nihilism. This is the concept that Larry Diller wanted to discuss to start our CrossTalk discussion. This fact comes across in recommendations such as that of Marcia Angell, former editor of the New England Journal of Medicine (and author of the soberly titled The Truth about the Drug Companies: How they deceive us and what to do about it). Angell ends her book with some practical recommendations for patients, including that patients should ask their doctors whether they ever interacted at all with pharmaceutical companies, including receiving a pen or a note pad, much less giving lectures or receiving honoraria. If they had any such relationship ever, Angell recommends that patients should fire their doctors and get a new one! This would be like all Americans saying they would never vote for any politician that ever received a single dollar from an interest group. There would be no politicans left to vote for.

This nihilism is also reflected in the Marxian adage so blithely pronounced by our antipharmaceutical sages (like John Abramson in the scholarly tome Overdosed America): "Follow the money." In other words, if a researcher is funded by a pharmaceutical company, the study will be biased in favor of that company; any such results can be discounted as false. (It is interesting that studies funded by private foundations are not claimed to be similarly biased, nor studies funded by the government. Perhaps another aspect of the anti-capitalism that underlies this thinking: the government is sound and clean; private industry is dirty and evil.) One also hears clinicians frequently say: "I don't know who to believe any more. One study says X, the other says the opposite; and they are always funding by opposing companies. I will disbelieve them all." And go on practicing based on my own false opinions as all unscientific physicians have done since time immemorial.

The problem is that as a physician, you are not supposed to believe anyone. You are supposed to assess the evidence yourself and make an informed judgment, based on your two decades worth of formal education. Now you may say that physicians cannot be expected to understand the statistical details of medical research. This would be like saying that physicians cannot be expected to understand the physiological details of kidney function. You cannot be a physician unless you have basic knowledge relevant to medical practice, or unless you are able to augment your basic knowledge with further knowledge as your experience or practice demand. Medical statistics is part of medicine now, and no physician is a competent physician who does not have basic understanding of it.
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