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Sicko’s Critics and the Upside of Hitler

T

he health
care industry is
having palpitations over Sicko. “I
don’t think Michael
Moore set out to
make a balanced
movie,” said Karen
Ignagni, president
of the trade group
America’s Health
Insurance Plans, regurgitating the
industry’s key talking point. But truth
is not always found in the balanced
middle. (“Now, for the other side of
Hitler,” “Cannibalism: the pros and
cons”; “Sex with children: Don’t throw
out the baby with the bath water.”)
Not surprisingly, some groups
staging responses to Sicko, including
the Manhattan Institute, the Heritage
Foundation and the Pacific Research
Institute, are hooked on pharmaceutical company funding, according to
Sourcewatch.
They are part of a system that is rotten to the marrow and should be put
out of its, and our, misery.
Health care is not a commodity; it is
a human right that should be apportioned without regard for accidents of
birth, class, sex and race. Of the 46.6
million uninsured Americans, almost
one-third (14.1 million) are Latino
and almost one in five (7.2 million)
are African American. Despite paying
2006 premiums that averaged $4,242
for individuals and $11,480 for families,
millions avoid care because of limited
coverage and high deductibles; many
people stay in miserable jobs and marriages for the sake of the insurance.
Including private insurance companies in health care is like giving a
kleptomaniac keys to a jewelry store.
Snout-in-trough politicians and
industry flaks warn that excising the
profit motive will hurt patients. The titles of recent speeches by Billy Tauzin,
head of the trade group PhRMA, tell it
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all: “Free Market Health Care Solutions Are Best for Patients,” and “Putting Patients First to Keep Health Care
in America the Best in the World.”
But Americans don’t get the
world’s best care. Leaving aside the
poor and some racial minorities (we
do), middle-aged, white Americans
are much sicker than their English
counterparts. More of us tested positive for high blood pressure, heart
disease and diabetes; more of us
self-reported lung disease, cancer and
strokes, according to the Journal of
the American Medical Association,
And that is after we spend two times
more per capita than the English.
About two dozen countries have
longer life expectancy than the United
States, according to the World Health
Organization. It ranks the U.S. health
care system 37th, behind Columbia
(22), Saudi Arabia (26) and Dominica
(35). Our infant mortality rate is more
than twice Japan’s.
The lack of primary and preventative medicine partially explains this
dismal picture. Doctors are trained to
make quick diagnoses and prescribe
pharmaceutical and surgical fixes;
they are poorly compensated if they
take the time to compile histories,
evaluate nutrition or provide preventative strategies. Much of their education and income is funneled through
Big Pharma. And the industry-controlled system does little to assess the
relationship between environmental
toxins and conditions such as asthma,
cancer, allergies, heart problems and
other illnesses that generate billions
for drug companies, hospitals and
device manufacturers.
The health care industry is a powerful economic force in every state and
the biggest lobby in Washington, with
influence peddling expenditures at
the national level alone exceeding $2.2
billion for the past decade.
The 18 announced or exploring

presidential candidates reaped $12.8
million in health care contributions
since 1989, according to a study based
on data from the Center for Responsive Politics. Contributions in the first
quarter of 2007 accounted for almost
30 percent of that amount: Nearly half
of that $3.7 million went to just two
candidates, Hillary Clinton (23 percent) and Mitt Romney (22 percent);
next came Barack Obama (15 percent),
John McCain and Rudy Giuliani
(11 percent), and John Edwards (6
percent).
These expenditures are chump
change. Pharmaceutical industry profits climbed from $64.4 billion in 2002
to $94.8 billion in 2006. During the
same period, insurance companies’
profits more than doubled from $20.8
billion to $57.5 billion.
Some hospitals, too, are blooming
with fiscal health. Record aggregate
profits reached $26.3 billion in 2004,
thanks in part to the astronomical
markups they charge patients. The top
40 hospitals added 2,319 percent on
drugs, 5,090 percent on medical supplies, and 1,073 percent on operating
room charges.
The 20 largest HMOs sucked in
$10.8 billion in profits in 2004, with 19
percent for overhead verses 1 percent
in the non-profit Canadian national
health insurance program.
While these figures are enough to
sicken anyone, the number that really
scares the health care industry is the
percent of Americans who prefer not
just universal coverage, but a singlepayer government-run system that
cuts out private insurance. An ABC
News/Washington Post poll put the
figure at 62 percent.
You want balance? Balance this:
The right of corporations to profit
from illness against the right of every
person to decent health care. n
contact Terry J. Allen at tallen@igc.org
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instead of years
We can save you thousands of dollars
We can help you avoid bankruptcy
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Giving the Finger
Continued from back page

and assumptions is not out of keeping
with Brosnan’s conclusions. On his website, Brosnan states:
• “Digit length is fixed in utero and relative digit lengths remains constant
through development and is constant
across ethnicities.”
• “Digit ratio is an index of exposure to
prenatal testosterone.”
• “Prenatal testosterone slows the
growth rate of the left side of the
brain while enhancing growth of the
right side.”
• “The right hemisphere is associated
with better visual-spatial and mathematical abilities.”
• “Traditional sex differences in visual-spatial and mathematical abilities can be attributed to differences
in exposure to prenatal testosterone,
indexed by a sex dimorphic pattern
in digit ratio.”
Brosnan’s is not the first study linking
finger length to sex hormones. In March
2000, S. Marc Breedlove, who like Brosnan
is a psychologist, and other researchers at
University of California at Berkeley, published a study in the journal Nature that
ostensibly described the proper “masculine” and “feminine” hand configurations,
and claimed that people whose hands deviate from these characteristic shapes are
likely to be homosexual.
In the Breedlove study, straight men
and lesbians were found to have longer
ring fingers than index fingers on their
right hands. Straight women and gay men
had index and ring fingers of about equal
length, although this was mitigated by
whether a gay man had older brothers, in
which case his hand was likely to have the
shorter index finger common to straight
men and lesbians—only way shorter.
The syllogism implicit in the two studies is that women who are good at math
and science are likely to be lesbians.
The Berkeley researchers based their
conclusions on the hands of 720 volunteers they recruited at street fairs in San
Francisco, volunteers who agreed to have
their fingers measured and to answer a
questionnaire about their birth order and
sexual preferences, in exchange for a $1 lottery ticket. Given all the media attention,
websites and e-mail forwards it spawned,
that seems a very small and curious samI n  T h e s e  Ti m e s

ple. Still, it was nearly 10 times the size of
Brosnan’s.
It would be interesting to compare the
finger lengths of either test’s subjects to
those of other members of their families—gay or straight, math-averse or astrophysicist—including the older brothers
of the gay men in the Breedlove study. But
the researchers never looked at them.
Their generalizations based on hand
shape not only are formulated from small

article about phrenology in the June 2,
1838 edition of Knickerbocker Magazine,
“enables the teacher to understand the
mental capacities of his pupils, and to
adapt their studies accordingly. It should
decide one in the choice of his profession,
and settle upon his walk in life.”
In eerily similar language, Brosnan
said on May 23 that “finger ratio provides
us with an interesting insight into our
innate abilities in key cognitive areas,”

Generalizations based on hand shape not only are
formulated from small pools of data, but smack of
pseudo science.
pools of data, but smack of pseudo science. And not so much palmistry—although its practitioners maintain that a
short ring finger indicates someone who
is shy and lacking in emotional control
(sounds like that stereotypical woman
again, doesn’t it?)—as phrenology.
Phrenology was based on observations
made by German neuroanatomist Franz
Josef Gall (1758–1828), who published his
first work on the subject in 1791. During
the 18th and 19th centuries, phrenologists
maintained that your personality, character, level of intelligence and morality
could be gauged by examining the shape
of your head. Bumps in one of 42 delineated areas, called faculties, supposedly
indicated a predilection for combativeness when they appeared behind the ear,
pride when found at the crown or musical
ability when occurring near the temple.
From phrenology, we retain the notions
of the egghead and the lowbrow in popular speech if not in scientific theory.
Gall’s conclusions, which have been
discredited and dismissed, were based
on the same scientific method as those
of Brosnan and Breedlove. Gall observed,
hypothesized and published in good
faith. Phrenology was in its day a respected “confident science,” as Pierre Schlag
observed in the Harvard Law Review in
1997, with its own scientific publication,
the American Phrenological Journal.
Phrenology enabled an early form of
criminal profiling. Among its adherents
were Arthur Conan Doyle (1859–1930),
creator of Sherlock Holmes; and Alan
Pinkerton (1819–1884), founder of the
eponymous detective agency known for
its role in the 1886 Haymarket massacre.
“This science,” asserted an unbylined

and that he and his colleagues “are also
looking at how digit ratio relates to other
behavioural issues, such as technophobia,
and career paths.”
When Lawrence H. Summers, thenpresident of Harvard University, said
in a January 14, 2005 speech that innate
biological differences between men and
women were the reason that women were
under-represented “in tenured positions
in science and engineering at top universities and research institutions,” he attributed his assumptions to “what we’ve
learned from empirical psychology in the
last 15 years.”
What he had learned, that is, from the
work by empirical psychologists in the
mold of Brosnan and Breedlove.

A

n outcry ensued, and the entire
episode ultimately cost Summers
his job. Throughout the controversy, the political right alleged that not only
was Summers being unfairly sacrificed, but
that actual science was being suppressed
in the name of political correctness.
Back in 1838, the Knickerbocker writer
lashed out against his own detractors and
contended it was not “immoral” to base
character assumptions on the bumps on
someone’s head, likening it to predictions
that a man with one leg shorter than the
other would walk with a limp. “Am I to be
blamed for having discovered the cause
of his lameness? Why, that I ought to be
whipped for the discovery? Ought you not
rather to thank me for the discovery, and
give the lame man a crutch?”
It’s 169 years later, and this is the sort
of “science” we’re still facing. And for
the duration, you may want to keep your
hands to yourself. n

August 2007

LICENSED TO UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED

47

By J o dy  Ko lo dz e y

Giving Science the Finger

H

ere we go again.
New scientific “evidence” has been released, bolstering the old claim that women who excel at math and science are less
feminine—or at any rate more masculine—than their sisters who can’t balance a checkbook or tell the difference between a phenome and a phoneme, but can talk up a storm.
In the August issue of British Journal of Psychology, a
team of researchers led by psychologist Mark Brosnan of
the University of Bath, England, have published findings
that suggest women who are good at science and math
have longer ring fingers than index fingers, which indicates
a relatively high level of prenatal exposure to the male hormone testosterone. Conversely, longer index fingers indicate higher levels of the female hormone estrogen, according to the study, and a corresponding aptitude for verbal
communication. The study used standardized test scores
of 75 British seven-year-old boys and girls and compared

them to photocopies of the youngsters’ hands.
The media had a field day: “Study Correlates Finger
Length to Performance on SAT,” trumpeted FOX News.
The widely-linked LiveScience.com asserted: “A quick look
at the lengths of children’s index and ring fingers can be
used to predict how well students will perform on SATs,
new research claims. Kids with longer ring fingers compared to index fingers are likely to have higher math scores
than literacy or verbal scores on the college entrance exam,
while children with the reverse finger-length ratio are likely
to have higher reading and writing, or verbal, scores versus
math scores.”
Many of the news reports didn’t mention that the British
SAT—upon which Brosnan’s study was based—refers to the
Standardised Assessment Test, which is given to all British
schoolchildren at age 7, 11 and 14, and is not the same as the
U.S. College Board exam that uses the same acronym.
Still, the idea of using finger length to make predictions

Richard S t yles
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