


date local drinking water.

The expansion of the committee’s
influence beyond the state paralleled
that of its membership to 40 health
professionals, legal experts, and other
citizens. Now a network of 35, the
committee investigates and reports
health frauds and advertising, orga-
nizes letter writing campaigns, acts as
a clearinghouse for information on
quackery, places articles in scientific
and lay publications, provides speak-
ers. Over the years it has been in
touch with over 2,000 persons across
the country and manages to place in
the media about four articles a month.
It has influenced the initiation of three
similar groups in Canada and northern
and southern California.

Barrett’s original difficulty in hav-
ing anti-quackery stories published in
the media set the scene for the writing
of the book. He explained the diffi-
culties: *‘It’s a combination of fear of
offending advertisers in some areas,
fear of being sued, mostly fear of just
having trouble. . ., controversy, . .
[or] lack of interest. In other cases it's
just that 50,0600 people may be commu-
nicating in one direction and only a
few scientific people communicating
in our direction. . . . There’s a lot of
money involved. There’s no money in-
volved in telling people the truth, or
very little.”

The idea for the book sprouted from
these obstacles and from the files of a
retired professor of the Mayo Clinic
who, after devoting a year of retire-
ment, abandoned his attempted book
on nutrition quackery.

Says Barrett: ‘‘All of a sudden, 1
had a flash of insight.’’ He realized no
one person could write the book. It
would mean paying a top writer
$50,000 for two years of full-time
work. Hence the idea to round up a
team of authors, each writing a chap-
ter in his own specialization.

One of the main reasons the book
has been able to go beyond others to
attack health quackery is its built-in
safeguards. ‘“We were very careful,
number one, and number two, I don’t
think it would be to the advantage of

most of the people we attack to sue us
because it would only publicize what
they're doing wrong,”” Barrett com-
mented. Should the authors be sued
individually, money sitting in the
Pennsylvania Medical Society Quack-
ery Defense Fund would prevent the
book from being destroyed. The com-
mittee itself has no assets. (The de-
fense fund accumulated from volun-
tary contributions by physicians in
Pennsylvania. Barrett has and is
trying to start a similar fund within the
American Psychiatric Association to
fight suits on behalf of patients and
psychiatrists, and to cover those who
expose questionable practices.)

Quackery is not in demise. It exists,
the book points out, partially because
laws and prosecuting agencies cannot
keep up with it and because of general
consumer ignorance and desire for
more than medicine can give.

Other reasons for its thriving, how-
ever, contain direct implications for
change by the medical profession.
These are, the book observes, the bad
image of organized medicine, which is
seen by consumers as working only
*“for its own economic and political
self-interest”’; the often brusque, pa-
tronizing attitude of physicians com-
pared with the quack’s attentiveness
and semblance of caring for the per-
son; and the sometimes superficial
screening of physicians when they ap-
ply for licenses and staff positions.

Medical journalist Max Gunther, in
his chapter, also laments that there is
no ‘‘countervailing’’ push in the direc-
tion of ‘‘sound, carefully researched
medical reporting,”” and advises the
medical profession to make legitimate
spokesmen and rebuttals to quackery
as easy for the journalist to find as the
quacks do.

But there is no substitute for an in-
formed public. As the book notes:
*“The sad fact is that people can easily
be frightened by things which they do
not understand and can easily be con-
fused by contradictory arguments.
. . . The best protection against fraud
is an informed consumer.”’





