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On market forces, videos, and colicky babies

The orthodox » complementary medicine bout goes
another round in the letters pages this week (p 624).
When the dust has finally settled, we will be left with
just two types of medicine: that which works and
that which doesn’t. Then terms like alternative,
non-orthodox, and the rest will become meaningless
and we can forget them. (The term “quackery” will
still have a future: as before it will describe the
medicine that does not work.)

It’s not such a futile hope; as Jack Howell writes:
“All techniques aim to achieve particular measurable
objectives, and the Research Council for Comple-
mentary Medicine has maintained that the existing
scientific methods and criteria could very well and
meaningfully be applied to the evaluation of non-
conventional therapies” (p 625).

Of all the consequences of the NHS reforms, the
most interesting may well be how the purchaser-
provider split accelerated the process of distinguishing
between treatments that work (and hence are worth
paying for) and treatments that don’t. For example,
“Should purchasers pay for psychotherapy?” ask Tom
Fahy and Simon Wessaly in their editorial (p 576).
Only if it can be shown to work, they answer. Those
psychotherapists who have so far been uninterested in

formally evaluating their treatments may have to work
fast to stay in the game.

In his review of On Kissing, Tickling and Being Bored
John Callendar says that psychoanalysis is showing
“signs of increasing frailty and precarious health” as it
approaches its centenary (p 633). Not only has its
efficacy proved elusive in controlled trials but as a
theory it is being increasingly challenged. The recent
fall in the influence of psychoanalytic theories matters
to Callendar because they “have much to offer medical
and psychiatric practice.”

Munchausen syndrome by proxy would seem to be a
case in point. Why do apparently loving parents do
such terrible things to their children? Our under-
standing of the syndrome is poor and so, some would
argue, is our diagnosis of the condition. Covert
videoing can provide watertight evidence—but is it
ethical? Two teams from Stoke on Trent (psychiatrist
and philosopher v paediatricians) battle it out (p 611).

Piivi Rautava and colleagues should give psycho-
analysts (not to mention parents and their doctors)
something to think about from their study on infantile
colic (p 600). Unhappy parents are more likely to
have colicky babies. Scope here, say the authors, for
worthwhile intervention.
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