rustus,
we're experts!

Vernon Mogensen
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9 June 2001
featureinthe
National Post
of Toronto,
Canada, claims
repetitive stress injuries
(RSIs) aren'treal, they are
justthe latest fad of
hypochondriacs.

The reporter's main
source was notan expertin
RSls, it was Edward Shorter,
of the History of Medicine
Department at the Universi-
ty of Toronto. He said: “The
factis that most of these
people didn't have carpal
tunnel syndrome. They had
hysteria."

The article does not dis-
close that Shorteralso holds
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aposition inthe school's
Psychiatry Department,
which may account for his
view thatit's all in the work-
er'smind. The story is
replete with erroneous as-
sumptions and anecdotes
that are typical of the corpo-
rate blame-the-victim spin.
Science fiction masquerades
asscience fact.

This corporate line that
RSIsare all inthe worker's
mind has a long and decid-
edly unscientific history.
During the intense US Con-
gressional battles over
legislation to protect work-
ers from computer-related
safety and health problems
inthe 1980s - which finally
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resulted in a new ergo stan-
dard thisyear, only foritto
be immediately rescinded as
afirst act of the Bush admin-
istration? - corporate
interests trotted out similar,
pseudo-scientific canards to
persuade legislators that
workers' concerns had no
basis in scientific fact.

The Computer and
Business Equipment Manu-
facturers' Association
(CBEMA) president, Vico E.
Henriques, told a House
Subcommittee in 1984:
“Today we have fear, and itis
fearthat comes from arapid
change in the way of con-
ducting ourwork and our
lives. It also comes from
some zealous and self-inter-
ested parties who create
fear for theirown
advantage.”

While some corporate
opponents of ergonomics
use the trappings of scientif-
icexpertise to mislead us
into believing that RSIs
don'texist, others, like the
Burlington Northern/Santa
Fe Railway Company, use
scientific methods in a far-
fetched attemptto “prove” a
genetic predisposition to
carpal tunnel syndromein
orderto deny the compensa-
tion claims of its disabled
employees (Hazards 74).

What these contradictory
and highly politicised uses
of medical science share is
the common desire by em-
ployers to minimise the
costs of doing business by
passing them on to labour.
Economists and manage-
ment gurus call these costs
"externalities," because they
shouldn't be counted as part

of the “normal” costs of
doing business.

Either way, corporate in-
terests and their advocates
seek to use science tolend
legitimacy to their specious
claims that the cause of RSIs
is beyond the employer's
control.

To preserve the appear-
ance of independence,
corporate interests rely on
think tanks and advocates
to give their positions on
science issues the
imprimatur of objectivity.

The American Council on
Science and Health (ACSH)
was founded in 1978 by the
corporate community with
help from sympathetic
scientists, who objected to
the second opinion on sci-
ence questions that was
being provided to the public
and government officials by
newly formed publicinterest
groups, including the Center
for Science in the Public In-
terest (CSPI), an independent
group monitoring the
corporate biasin science.

ACSH warned that "many
of the existing 'consumer
advocate' groups weren't
giving either policy makers
or consumersthe balanced,
accurate, scientific informa-
tion they needed.” It has
issued industry-friendly out-
puton issues as diverse as
cancer risks from dryclean-
ing chemicals (page 12) to
compensation to dying
smokers (www.acsh.org). It
has the resources to get its
message heard.

So, while this year the
National Post calls RSIs the
result of worker "hysteria," it
praises ACSH's president,
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Elizabeth Whelan, as “a
leading US critic of junk
science."

Noting ACSH's close ties
toindustry, Dr. Samuel S.
Epstein, the author of The
Politics of Cancer, called
Whelan a practitioner of
"voodoo science."

Whelan s critical of CSPI
forsetting up a website
where anyone can check if
scientists or organisations
like hers have undisclosed
industry ties. Forexample,
ACSH has received support
from corporate giants such
as American Cyanamid
Company, Anheuser-Busch,
General Electric, Kraft, Inc.,
and Monsanto. This contrib-
utors list dates from a
decade ago because the
ACSH no longer publicly
discloses its corporate
donors.®

When CBEMA launched
its 1984 publicrelations
campaign to stave off a seri-
ous push by organised
labourforavisual display
terminal (VDT) safety law,
CBEMA's Henriques asked
ACSH "to work with us on
the campaign.” Henriques
told Congress that the
ACSHwas an "independent
scientific organisation.”
Withthe ACSH'simprimatur,
CBEMA's position on the
VDT safety and health issue
was given the stamp of sci-
entific legitimacy.” But
ACSH in notindependent -
itreceives 70 percentofits
funding from the corporate
community.

Another corporate-friend-
ly thinktank is the Cato
Institute, based in Washing-
ton, DC. One of its key
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targets has been the Occu-
pational Safety and Health
Administration (OSHA), the
US HSE, and its proposed
ergonomics regulationin
particular.

Ina CATO policy
commentary lastyear, Eu-
gene Scalia - now President

Bush's nominee for the pow-

erful post of top Labor
Department solicitor - criti-
cised ergonomics as “junk
science.”

Scalia wrote: "OSHA
wants to entrench the
questionable science of
ergonomics in a permanent
rule. But no agency should
be permitted to impose on
the entire American econo-
my a costly rule premised on
a'science’ so mysterious
that the agency itself can-
notfathom it."®

Scalia blithely ignores,
butshould be well aware,
that Congressional Republi-
canstwice ordered the
National Academy of
Sciences (NAS) to evaluate
whetherornot OSHA's
ergonomics regulation was
based on sound science.
NAS twice confounded
the Republicans by saying
"yes", the standard rested
onasolid foundation of
over 2,000 soundly
conducted scientific studies
of workplace conditions
(Hazards 64).°

Itis not hard to see why
Scalia's science is so one-
sided. As a partner atthe
Washington law firm of
Gibson, Dunn & Crutcher,
Scalialobbied to defeat the
OSHA ergonomics rule for
his clients, including the
United Parcel Service,
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Anheuser-Busch, and the
National Coalition on
Ergonomics -an umbrella
group representing over
300 businesses.

Vernon Mogensen is Assistant
Professor of Political Science, Kings-
borough Community College, The City
University of New York, Brooklyn, NY,
USAvmogensen@khbcc.cuny.edu.
He is the author of Office Politics:
Computers, Labor, and the Fight for
Safety and Health. Rutgers Univer-
sity Press, 1996.
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