Psychotherapy: Assessing Methods

Eliot Marshall deserves kudos for a
perceptive analysis of tHe heated debate
between psychotherapists and the feder-
al government (News and Comment, 4
Jan., p. 35). Although the issues may be
resolved in terms of political consid-
erations rather than on the basis of scien-
tific evidence, a few observations seem
pertinent.

1) Contrary to Constantine’s state-
ment that ‘‘there are virtually no con-
trolled clinical studies, conducted and
evaluated in accordance with generally
accepted scientific principles, which con-
firm the efficacy, safety and appropri-
ateness of psychotherapy as it is con-
ducted today,” there have been a num-
ber of studies that shed important light
on these issues. Moreover, the bur-
geoning literature has been carefully as-
sessed by respected researchers. Per-
haps the most authoritative recent re-
view (/) characterizes the overall results
of outcome studies as ‘‘clearly posi-
tive.”” The authors further note: *‘Our re-
view of the empirical assessment of the
broad range of verbal psychotherapies
leads us to conclude that these methods
are worthwhile when practiced by wise
and stable therapists’’ (/, p. 180). They
do admit that ‘‘often persons are not
helped or are even hurt by inept appli-
cations of the very treatments that are in-
tended to benefit them.’’ In other words,
as is true in other fields, the methods are
no better than the person using them.
This is particularly triie in the case of
psychotherapy and constitutes a weighty
argument against attempts to ‘‘certify’’
methods of psychotherapy as one might
certify a drug.

2) Research on the effective in-
gredients in psychotherapy has under-
gone impressive development during the
last 25 years. Needless to say, there re-
main many unanswered questions. Un-
fortunately, too, available knowledge
does not readily translate into cut-and-
dried answers now demanded by the
government. Instead, the bulk of the sci-
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entific evidence points to the overriding
importance of the collaborative relation-
ship that develops between a patient and
a therapist. This relationship in turn is
determined by such variables as the pa-
tient’s motivation for and ability to profit
from psychotherapy as well as the thera-
pist’s human qualities, commitment to
the therapeutic task, and clinical skill.
On the whole, there is scant evidence
that therapeutic methods per se deter-
mine therapeutic outcomes.

For these reasons, the government’s
current insistence on ‘‘clinical trials”’
and the imposition of the medical model
on psychotherapy is not in keeping with
available scientific knowledge. To be
sure, we need more concentrated re-
search on the kinds of individuals whose
problems can be significantly helped by
psychotherapy; the human and technical
qualifications of therapists; and a host of
related issues that have a bearing on the
potential benefits as well as the limita-
tions of psychotherapy. These questions
cannot be answered by clinical trials, nor
can a group of experts resolve them by
fiat. If immediate action must be taken it
seems wiser to establish and enforce
standards of competence for individual
practitioners instead of running ‘‘horse
races’’ between different methods of
psychotherapy.

Hans H. STRUPP
Vanderbilt University,
Department of Psychology,
Nashville, Tennessee 37240
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Amazon Warfare

Regarding the report ‘‘Protein defi-
ciency and tribal warfare in Amazonia:
New data’” (2 Mar. 1979, p. 910),
we wish to call attention to Chagnon
and Hames’ misrepresentation of the

position on Amazon warfare taken by
cultural ecologists and their apparent
misunderstanding of the relevance of
their data.

They note that ‘‘recent data on. ..
Amazonian tribes . . . fails to indicate
a correlation between protein intake
and intensity of warfare patterns.’” Yet.
they admit that the Jivaro, Yano-
mamo, and Bari, ‘‘considered by most
anthropologists to be very warlike
tribes . . . consume more meat than the
more peaceful tribes.’” Certainly this is a
correlation—and the one that we expect.
Although the tropical forest is generally
game-poor (/ -3), warfare, by redistribut-
ing human population and creating ‘‘no-
man’s-lands’’ between hostile commu-
nities, produces conditions that reduce
the likelihood of overpredation and in-
crease hunting potential (/, 4, 5). (Such a
process has been observed as well in
temperate zones, and even among non-
human predators) (6). This, of course,
does not mean that all Ygnomamo vil-
lages will be equally productive, a point
on which Chagnon and Hames are mis-
taken because of their idiographic em-
phasis upon individual villages instead of
viewing the larger cultural-ecological
system, and because they confuse pro-
tein deficiency in the diet with our posi-
tion that protein resources are a limiting
factor in the environment (/, 2).

They also ignore a critical link be-
tween diet composition and intervillage
competition. Among the Ygnomamo,
whose villages—on which horticulture
has a strong centripetal effect—may
reach 150 to 200 persons, Chagnon him-
self has observed that ‘‘game animals are
not abundant and an area is rapidly hunt-
ed out”’ (7). Such circumstances compel
an eclectic diet and a (centrifugal) strate-
gy of deep-forest hunting in which large
species such as tapir and white-lipped
peccary are major targets (2). Among the
Ygnomamo, these two species—both
highly mobile and problematical—may
constitute as much as 62 percent of total
game by weight (8); but, because they
are unpredictable (and tapir especially
susceptible to overkill), they only repre-
sent about 14 percent by frequency (§).
For this reason, Chagnon and Hames’
report of an average of 75 grams per
adult per day and Lizot’s comparable fig-
ure of 77 (9) obscure the fact that, out-
side of a few days of overabundance
(when excess protein is excreted), con-
sumption is probably closer to an aver-
age of 30 grams (5)—and would probably
be much less in the absence of war-
created game reserves. Moreover, these
data from small villages on major Ori-
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