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Signs of Science

In response to recommendations for getting the H1N1 vaccine, conspiracy theories have been proliferating.  You have likely encountered them- if you are not an active participant yourself. 
I know about the prevalence of these theories from direct interactions with people expressing their anxieties, and because they have infiltrated my own public commentary.  For example, among the comments posted in response to my advice on Yahoo’s ‘Shine’ site is this:  "YOU COULD LOSE YOUR CHILD. THERE IS A GLOBAL AGENDA BY THE ELITISTS TO DE-POPULATE THE EARTH. THIS SHOT WILL KILL MILLIONS. PLEASE-PLEASE DO MORE RESEARCH AND FIND OUT THE TRUTH."

This, I trust, represents the extreme outer fringe of conspiracy theory paranoia.  But I am genuinely concerned about how many comments point in the same general direction, even if they don't go quite so far.  
To start the rebuttal, I trust we would all oppose the notion that any random passenger with no training or expertise could replace the pilot of our 747 because they had ‘opinions’ about how to fly a plane. We acknowledge that flying a plane actually requires knowledge and training.  As does building a suspension bridge.  Or servicing the power line.

Well, folks, not to be immodest about it- but so does the practice of medicine.    And more so now than ever before in history, as the science underlying the practice of medicine becomes ever more technical, intricate, voluminous, and advanced.

I see evidence of that science all around, and if you look around objectively, I think you will, too.

Go just about anywhere people congregate in the United States, and observe.  You won't see large numbers of children with birth defects or paralysis.  You won't see kids stunted by rickets.  
You ARE apt to see legions of older, and just plain old folks.  You will generally see 60-somethings looking and acting as robust as the 40-somethings of not long ago.  You will see a bumper crop of 80-somethings acting much like the 60-somethings of yesteryear.  True, quite a few take a lot of pills.  But they are out there doing their thing.  And more and more of them in that age group are doing it with gusto.
Then there are the 90-somethings.  All we need say about them is: they're still with us.  They never were before.  And a slowly growing crop of centenarians into the bargain.
The CDC has told us recently that life expectancy in the U.S., despite the allegedly nefarious intentions of modern science, is at an all time high.  But if you don't trust modern science, then I guess you don't trust the CDC either.  But there really is no need to trust anything but your own experience.  When you see someone who looks old, ask them how old they are.  We don't need the CDC to recognize advances in life expectancy.  The evidence is all around us, and may even be related to you.
Now, let's consider a trip to Bangladesh, inner-city Cairo, the Sudan, or Somalia.  I have been to some of these places, though not all.
Let's have a look, shall we, at life without the intrusions of modern science.  There are deaths from malaria, measles, tuberculosis, AIDS, and malnutrition.  There is cholera, and amoebic dysentery.  You think you are seeing old people, but that's because under these conditions, the 40-somethings and 50-somethings LOOK old.  Very old.  And yes, you do see children stunted by rickets.  Even, occasionally, the crippled victim of polio.
The world uncontaminated by modern science that conspiracy theorists seem to long for was a world in which families were decimated by small pox; children died of measles; mothers died rather routinely in childbirth.  Old age came at 50.  Swimming pools incubated polio.
I am not an apologist for modern living, let alone modern science.  We are damaging the planet.  We are creating and disseminating New-Age toxins.  We over-medicate.  And science, in its efforts to do good, does harm inadvertently.
But the health problems of the modern world are rarely and trivially related to medical science.  They relate, instead, to poor use of our feet (not enough), our forks (too much), and our fingers (culpable of holding cigarettes).  The health problems of the modern world are largely related to lifestyle, and with lifestyle could be made to go away.  
But that we live long enough to become victims of lifestyle-induced chronic disease is thanks to the advances of science that keep infirmity, calamity, senescence, and death from occurring before we ever manage to live so long.
Doubtless those convinced that modern science has malevolent intentions will simply see me as a cog in the machine, a mouth piece for the military industrial establishment.  This, too, is utter nonsense.  Leaving aside my vocation, I am a loving husband and father who, like my readers, will do everything in my power to protect my family.  Running from modern science simply isn't it.
Conspiracy theories about modern science arise in societies where people have the luxury to devote time to developing such theories, rather than struggling to survive- because they are the beneficiaries of the science they are maligning.  Fear of vaccines arises in societies spared the toll of infectious diseases vaccines prevent.
So please join me in observing signs of science all around us.  I hope doing so encourages you to get the H1N1 vaccine if you are in an at-risk group.  And while at it, to leave the flying of 747s to the pilots.

-fin 
Dr. David L. Katz; www.davidkatzmd.com
 

 

 

 

