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New Doubts Regarding the Lancet Iraq Mortality Study

Posted by Stephen Soldz  (ssoldz) on March 16, 2009, 12:38 pm

Not an article that gives me great pleasure. But as a participant in these debates, I feel that
honesty requires it. 

New Doubts Regarding the Lancet Iraq Mortality Study: 
Questions Remain As to How Many Have Died As Result of the War 

Stephen Soldz 

Since the Iraq war began, an important question for those closely following the conflict has been
the number of excess Iraqi casualties resulting from the war and occupation. Various researchers
have attempted to estimate this number. Iraq Body Count has kept a running tab of civilian deaths
reported in the Western media and, in recent years, by certain Iraqi government sources. The IBC
mortality figure, now at around 95,000 civilian deaths, is undoubtedly low due to its reliance on
media reports and Iraqi government figures. During times of intense conflict, many deaths likely go
unreported in the media, while there have been numerous inconsistencies in and reports of political
manipulation of government figures as it may not be in the government's interest to admit the
extent of deaths from the conflict. 

An alternate way to estimate conflict-associated mortality is through the conduct of carefully
sampled household surveys counting the number of deaths in selected households and using
statistical techniques to extrapolate to the overall population. Much attention has been focused
especially, by myself and others, on the Lancet mortality studies of 2004 and 2006. The first of
these studies estimated that there had been approximately 100,000 excess deaths from the war by
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September 2004. The second study estimated that there were around 650,000 excess deaths
through summer 2006. They further found that the vast majority of these excess casualties --
around 600,000 -- were from violence, a stark contrast from most other such conflicts studied
where large numbers die from poor health and the breakdown of social organization associated with
conflict. "Excess casualties" here means the number who died above that number that would have
been expected to die had prewar trends continued and the war and occupation not occurred. 

We have recently learned that Gilbert Burham, the lead author of second Lancet study, has been
sanctioned by Johns Hopkins for deviating from the approved IRB protocol and collecting the names
of many survey respondents, a fact that was implicitly denied in numerous public pronouncements.
The school does assert that, as far as they can determine, no one was harmed by this ethical
lapse. As a result of this sanction, Burnham has been barred by Johns Hopkins from serving as the
principal investigator (lead researcher) on studies involving "human subjects" (live people) for five
years. He was also ordered to publish a correction in the Lancet, which has now appeared: 
"The Methods section of this Article (Oct 21, 2006) stated that 'Participants were assured that no
unique identifiers would be gathered.' Upon review, it was determined that a significant number of
the surveys contained names of respondents and household inhabitants. This was a lapse in the
authors' obligations to protect participants. However, to the authors' knowledge, the completed
surveys remained in possession of the research team at all times and there were no known breaches
in confidentiality." 
This error, and its possible coverup in subsequent public statements means that, in my opinion, we
can no longer rely upon the Lancet II mortality estimates. If one major methodological detail was
distorted, we simply cannot know whether other aspects of the study were carried out as stated.
Until and unless there is far greater detail on these methods, I do not feel that their estimate of
650,000 post-invasion surplus deaths can be trusted. 

Burnham had early last month been censured by the American Association for Public Opinion
Research for refusing to reveal details of the study methodology. I must say I find this censure
highly unusual at best as Burnham is not a member of AAPOR. I have never previously heard of a
professional association investigating, much less censuring, a non-member. However, as the Hopkins
investigation shows, the non-cooperation may have been to cover up the methodological
discrepancy, rather than for more understandable reasons. 
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I find this episode deeply disturbing. The issue of the magnitude of civilian deaths in Iraq is a
profoundly important one. Given the known political sensitivity of the issue, the Lancet researchers
should have been especially careful in the controllable aspects of their methodology. They were not.
Rather, they gave ammunition to those who would inevitably attack their conclusions for political or
ideological reasons. The result is that we are less knowledgeable about this important question than
many of us believed as an important data source is no longer reliable. 

While I find David Kane's self-satisfied tone to be disturbing, I must admit that he was more right
than I had believed regarding the weaknesses in the Lancet II study. As Kane points out, Burnham's
public statements were, in spirit if not in legalistic wording, not accurate. 

We are left with several other studies estimating Iraqi casualties. The British ORB polling company
estimated as of August 2007 

"that over 1,000,000 Iraqi citizens have died as a result of the conflict which started in 2003" 

While ORB is a reputable polling company, the faith we can place in these results is weakened due
to their failure to publish a detailed methodology; such information is typically included in papers
published in peer-reviewed journals, which is one reason researchers typically place greater
credence on studies published in such journals. When the Lancet II findings were credible, the ORB
study appeared to be a replication of the general order of magnitude of casualties found in that
study. With the increased doubts about the Lancet II study, the ORB stands as an outlier. I wish
the firm would publish a detailed methodology that would allow better evaluation of their findings. 

At the low end, a study conducted by the Iraq Ministry of Health and other Iraq government entities
in collaboration with the World Health Organization, estimated 151,000 violent between January
2002 and June 2006. While the authors did not estimate the total number of excess deaths –
nonviolent as well as violent – presumably because these estimates would be less precise,
dependent as they would be on estimates of prewar mortality rates, those estimates would be
considerably higher by several hundred thousand. Critiques of this study have questioned whether
many Iraqi citizens might be reluctant to admit to Iraqi government-associated researchers that a
family member was killed by violence. Thus, it is not implausible to assume that this study is an
undercount and constitutes a lower bound. As the Ministry of Health study period ended while some
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of the most severe violence was still occurring, there have likely been many more violent deaths
since then. 

Thus, the best guess we can make at present is that at least 200,000 people died through violence
since the US-led invasion, and that the true figure may be far higher. Moreover, an additional
number that could be in the hundreds of thousands may have died from nonviolent causes – e.g.,
lack of clean water and healthcare – associated with the conflict, but this figure is uncertain. No
matter what the correct figures turn out to be, it is clear that far too many have died as a result of
this war of choice and subsequent occupation which may have deposed a dictator but which also
disrupted an entire society. 
http://www.zcommunications.org/znet/viewArticle/20890

 Post a Response

"this war of choice and subsequent occupation which may
have deposed a dictator"

Posted by David Sketchley on March 16, 2009, 2:45 pm, in reply to "New Doubts Regarding
the Lancet Iraq Mortality Study"

What's the "which may have deposed a dictator" got to do with anything?

 Post a Response

Re: "this war of choice and subsequent occupation which
may have deposed a dictator"

Posted by M-RES (Semihere) on March 17, 2009, 1:11 am, in reply to ""this war of choice
and subsequent occupation which may have deposed a dictator""
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Perhaps it points to being an action to reverse the earlier crime of IMPOSING a dictator,
subtly admitting guilt.  

 Post a Response

We should include these casualties too...

Posted by Ken Waldron  on March 16, 2009, 3:11 pm, in reply to "New Doubts Regarding
the Lancet Iraq Mortality Study"

http://www.aztlan.net/du_deformed_iraqi_babies.htm 

 Post a Response

Re: New Doubts Regarding the Lancet Iraq Mortality Study

Posted by The Editors on March 16, 2009, 3:46 pm, in reply to "New Doubts Regarding the
Lancet Iraq Mortality Study"

I'm surprised and disappointed to see this: 

"This error, and its possible coverup in subsequent public statements means that, in my
opinion, we can no longer rely upon the Lancet II mortality estimates. If one major
methodological detail was distorted, we simply cannot know whether other aspects of the
study were carried out as stated. Until and unless there is far greater detail on these methods,
I do not feel that their estimate of 650,000 post-invasion surplus deaths can be trusted." 
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As Chomsky has often said, if you're saying something the propaganda system likes to hear,
you can get away with just about any level of idiocy and error. On the other hand, if you harm
powerful interests, you can expect to be subjected to the most exhausting and exacting
standards of scrutiny. Lancet 1 and 2 have been faced with exactly that and still their results
and basic methodology have not been found wanting. I wonder how many other similar studies,
if subject to a similar level of hostility and scrutiny, would emerge spotless. This is the power
of flak - Burnham has been punished and Les Roberts is no longer speaking out on the subject.

You write: 

"this war of choice and subsequent occupation which may have deposed a dictator but which
also disrupted an entire society." 

Are you suggesting that a criminal attack by two rogue states to overthrow a sovereign
government was a positive? 

DE 

 Post a Response

Congratulations Stephen. Congratulations ZNet.

Posted by gabriele  on March 16, 2009, 4:10 pm, in reply to "New Doubts Regarding the Lancet
Iraq Mortality Study"

"This error, and its possible coverup in subsequent public statements means that, in my opinion,
we can no longer rely upon the Lancet II mortality estimates. If one major methodological detail
was distorted, we simply cannot know whether other aspects of the study were carried out as
stated. Until and unless there is far greater detail on these methods, I do not feel that their
estimate of 650,000 post-invasion surplus deaths can be trusted." 
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I can't get the logic behind this kind or conclusion Stephen; please, could you explain? It seems your
conclusions are based on your feelings; I have heard that before on this same topic, the words were
"gut feelings". If you have evidence that the lancet can't be trusted, please inform us; otherwise
yours seems to be just another attempt to discredit the Lancet and its authors. 

You also write: 

"I find this episode deeply disturbing. The issue of the magnitude of civilian deaths in Iraq is a
profoundly important one. Given the known political sensitivity of the issue, the Lancet researchers
should have been especially careful in the controllable aspects of their methodology. They were
not. Rather, they gave ammunition to those who would inevitably attack their conclusions for
political or ideological reasons. The result is that we are less knowledgeable about this important
question than many of us believed as an important data source is no longer reliable." 

Amazing you can write, "they gave ammunition to those who would inevitably attack their
conclusions for political or ideological reasons" when you did an excellent job in this article and wrote
- without giving any evidence, let alone scientific proof - that "I do not feel that their estimate of
650,000 post-invasion surplus deaths can be trusted." I hope you can see the irony, can't you? 

The "may have deposed a dictator" is like the cherry on the poisoned cake and of course it's not by
chance that that sentence ends your article, an article that aims to discredit the scientific studies
on this topic. Of course it's not comfortable to be part of a system responsible for genocide. Much
better to confute the scientific data on our own "feelings" and give our own conscience the escape
of the "deposed dictator". 

Finally, I am not surprised to see this article on ZNet since its notorious efforts in support of Iraq
Body Count. 

Just a few days ago, this was what corporate media was serving to us: 

British-based Iraq Body Count has tracked casualties since the 2003 U.S. invasion and is frequently
cited as providing at least a credible minimum. It maintains an updated database that estimated
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90,902 to 99,257 Iraqi civilians have been killed as of March 5. 
    Co-founder Hamit Dardagan said the focus should not be on the numbers but on identifying as
many victims as possible. 
    “It may be that there is never any definitive number,“ Dardagan said. “But what there might be
would be as complete a list as possible that the Iraqis can produce of the names of all the dead
and missing.“ 
http://www.wsls.com/sls/news/national/article/civilian_deaths_from_iraq_war_hard_to_tally/29762/

I guess it would be too much for you Stephen and for ZNet to spend a few words on that. 

Congratulations Stephen. Congratulations ZNet. Well done! Just in time to celebrate the Obama
times. 

 Post a Response

Re: New Doubts Regarding the Lancet Iraq Mortality Study

Posted by Bern  (bern) on March 16, 2009, 5:24 pm, in reply to "New Doubts Regarding
the Lancet Iraq Mortality Study"

Soldz is wrong to assert that the mistakes for which Burnham has been disciplined amount to
invalidating the results of the study. 

The disciplinary issue was to do with the study protocols, and their management, and nothing
to do with the statistics methods or results. 

The John Hopkins Review not only says that the review did not question the statistical
approach, but explicitly says that the mistakes found do not effect the results. 

"Study Methodology and Statistical Approach 
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The review did not evaluate aspects of the sampling methodology or statistical approach of
the study. It is expected that the scientific community will continue to debate the best
methods for estimating excess mortality in conflict situations in appropriate academic forums. 

Questions have been raised about other features of study implementation, such as the use of
medical garb worn by interviewers. These practices were found to be consistent with common,
acceptable field practices and were implemented to reduce risk to the survey team." 

[and in the concluding section] 

The review found no evidence that the violations caused harm to any individuals involved in
the study and the identifiable information was never out of the possession of the research
team. Inclusion of identifiers did not affect the results of the study. 

http://www.jhsph.edu/publichealthnews/press_releases/2009/iraq_review.html 

In other words Soldz has no more evidential basis for claiming the Lancet study must now be
regarded as unreliaable, that he had before the review took place. 

So why this solemn statement? 

That he now claims the Review is cause for him to ally himself with Dave Kane is similarly
based on no further evidence. Kane is of course a long time Lancet "denialist". claiming Lancet
is a fraud from top to bottom. 

The conclusion seems to be that the JH Review is just another pretext for Lancet critics to
claim that any and every mistake must mean the studies are fatally flawed. 

So the campaign against Lancet is endless, as also, it seems is the campaign to rehabilitate
IBC. 
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There is a response to the Review by Burnham reported here 

http://www.baltimoresun.com/news/local/bal-researcher0223,0,2317874.story 

 Post a Response

email to Albert, Soldz, Chomsky, Pilger, Herman and many
others

Posted by gabriele  on March 16, 2009, 5:31 pm, in reply to "New Doubts Regarding the
Lancet Iraq Mortality Study"

Dear Michael Albert, 
Dear Stephen Soldz, 
Dear friends, 

I’d just like to send my congratulations to ZNet for once again publishing rubbish on the very
important issue of Iraq so-called “casualties” since the US led the supreme international crime
against that defenseless country. Amazing we still call that “war”, isn’t it? 

Anyway, this time ZNet published Stephen Soldz’s feelings: 

“This error, and its possible coverup in subsequent public statements means that, in my
opinion, we can no longer rely upon the Lancet II mortality estimates. If one major
methodological detail was distorted, we simply cannot know whether other aspects of the
study were carried out as stated. Until and unless there is far greater detail on these methods,
I do not feel that their estimate of 650,000 post-invasion surplus deaths can be trusted."
http://www.zcommunications.org/znet/viewArticle/20890 
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Stephen doesn’t tell anything new, he doesn’t provide any evidence or scientific elements but
he “feels” the Lancet’s cannot be trusted and felt the urgency to write his “feelings” and to
publish them on ZNet. I hope he feels better now. 

Given the notorious past on this issue, I’m sure I’m not the only one to not be surprised to find
this anti-scientific article – in fact propaganda for the mass murderers, unless Stephen can
give us some scientific evidence so we can share his feelings - on ZNet. 

Stephen was kind enough to post his article on the message board of Medialens where those
who still care for the ongoing Iraq genocide may take a look at some responses that article
generated http://members5.boardhost.com/medialens/msg/1237207133.html 

I hope to not be too unkind to use Stephen’s own words, but I feel ZNet cannot be trusted
anymore. 

Sincerely, 
Gabriele Zamparini 

 Post a Response

Re: New Doubts Regarding the Lancet Iraq Mortality Study

Posted by Miriam (MiriamC) on March 16, 2009, 5:40 pm, in reply to "New Doubts Regarding
the Lancet Iraq Mortality Study"

This is perverse. After a thorough investigation of the survey an exact conclusion was given
which found only that there had been some additional identifying data gathered from some of
those surveyed. The methodology and its findings were not called into question. Burnham and
Roberts have been vindicated by these findings. While there may have been some initial worry
about whether anyone particiaping was put at risk, now proved groundless too because the
forms were held confidence, the existence of identifying data serves only to authenticate the
research rather than the other way around. Is it this fact that has angered and frustrated
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those who wanted to prove the research wrong - that they've turned what appears to be
strong evidence of the report's validity into a weapon to be used against Burnham? 

Why try to invert the plain meaning of the investigation's findings like this? 

 Post a Response

A little thought experiment

Posted by emersberger  on March 16, 2009, 6:01 pm, in reply to "New Doubts Regarding
the Lancet Iraq Mortality Study"

I feel strongly about this issue for obvious reasons so, to be honest, I was quite annoyed by
this article. 
Are my feelings getting in the way of my judgement on this? 

Suppose the study had not been about mortality. Suppose it had been about a subject that
was not politically charged - say Iraqi food preferences. Would I, under those circumstances,
have regarded the error that the author's were criticized for as significant enough to warrant
disregarding the results - or to even cast significant doubt on them? 

I can honestly say no. Some names were gathered that should not have been. That error
would have absolutely no impact on the results one way or the other. It does not justify the
conclusion/assumption that other important errors were made.The Lancet obviously did not
conclude this. They didn't retract the study. It would have been outrageous for them to do so
based on this error. Would any study not end up being retracted if they applied the logic Soldz
applies in this essay? . 

If the study had been about food preferences it would not have been subject to anywhere
near this level of scrutiny. If you probe any scientific or scholarly work deeply enough you will
find errors - a good reason to do more than one study on any topic - not a reason to trash a
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study based on errors that had no impact on the results

 Post a Response

Some questions for Soldz

Posted by David Sketchley on March 16, 2009, 8:18 pm, in reply to "A little thought
experiment"

Surely as a psychologist should Soldz have analysed a little more closely the social
psychology of his volte-face before writing this latest missive? 

Some questions Soldz should perhaps have asked himself: 

Does he trust his own eyes and ears or what other people tell him? 

Is he giving in to peer pressure? 

Has he lost confidence in his own ability to make decisions and prefers to trust the
establishment opinion instead? 

Has he now succumbed to diffusion of responsibility?

 Post a Response

Re: Some questions for Soldz

Posted by emersberger  on March 16, 2009, 8:48 pm, in reply to "Some
questions for Soldz"
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I would add to that list "Would you , in the Lancet's position, retract the study?" 

If he answers yes then it beggars belief that this standard could be applied
consistently . The Lancet may as well close up shop and never publish another
study about anything. 

His use of the unbelievably inapproprite word "disrupt" in his essay does suggest he
is being cowed by establishment opinion - probably withourt realizing it. 

I know that sounds harsh but I don't know how else to put it and still be honest.To
some extent this happens to all of us. We know that some positions will require a
hell of a lot more evidence than others. We supply extra evidence even if we know
the requirement is unfair and inconsistently applied. 

 Post a Response

Re: Some questions for Soldz

Posted by dereklane on March 17, 2009, 7:49 am, in reply to "Re: Some
questions for Soldz"

Hi Joe, 

An informative first alert, by the way. I would agree with you about the
possibility Soldz has been 'cowed' into an about-face. In my experience, this
can happen to anyone, if they meet establishment, and connect on some
level. All of a sudden, no matter how wrong the thinking may be, the
establishment stops being something separate, and begins to be some*one*,
with ideas which need serious consideration, given the authority by which
they are presented. I don't speak from experience of meeting establishment,
but merely of managers higher up the chain in various companies I've worked,
and their relationship with 'lesser' employees (fellow workers, me). You tend to
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make them two dimensional and evil in their absence, and when you meet
them, they smile, shake your hand, tell you what a good job you've done,
even the best (or worst) of us get a little weak-kneed. 

What's especially good for cementing such relationships is when you take a
deep breath, and tell it to them how it is, and they *thank* you for doing so.
You feel special, uncompromised, but thankful they didn't bite your head off.
You resolve to be a little less harsh, try to see it from their perspective a
little, and a little more, and pretty soon you're explaining managerial concepts
to your fellow employees/peers, and they're wondering how much you've been
paid. Pretty soon, you're their pet... 

Then you leave (if you're me) because you realised you've been compromised
by *yourself*  Or, like a lot of people, you start to believe you're one of them,
and other, disgruntled employees simply can't see things in the complex,
intricate way that you can. 

It can happen to anyone, which is why it's probably best to avoid such
encounters, or keep repeating that mantra 'they are *not* my friends' in order
to not be compromised  

Of course Soldz probably understands this way of thinking via his profession. 

cheers, 

Derek

 Post a Response

Re: Some questions for Soldz

Posted by emersberger  on March 18, 2009, 6:55 am, in reply to
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"Re: Some questions for Soldz"

That's very true Derek. 
Moreover, my experience is that people firmly in the
capitalist/establishment camp can sometimes be much more
approachable and less intimidating that some who are considered (and
consider themselves) progressive. Even when that isn;'t the case putting
a face to power has a way of humanizing it but there are other factors
at work. 

Soldz says he shed no tears for Saddam Husein - not an anonymous
faceless tyrant or terrorist. Fair enough, I didn't shed any tears either,
but would Soldz openly express such lack of feeling about the death of a
US president even if his record was worse than Saddam Hussien's? If I
am honest I would be much more cafeful not to sound callous in the
latter case? Why? I think partly becasue it's relentlessly drilled into to us
that these people are basically decent - no matter what the
consequences of their actions. 

I think there is a danger is over personbalizing an critique of Power. That
is what Bush induced people to do by being so obnoxious despite all the
effort put into to be a folksy guy. 
Someone comes along whjo isn't as obnoxoius, maybe even appealing,
and people tend to drop their guard. 

As for Soldz I'm glad he admits the "disruptive" word was inmappropriate.
It does seem to me that he should do much more sould seacrhing about
why he would ever have used it in the first place. He sees and feels the
pressure coming fomr the left but seems unware of the more insidious
pressure, and inducements, coming from the right. 

 Post a Response

http://members5.boardhost.com/medialens/msg/1237359347.html#post_reply
http://members5.boardhost.com/medialens/msg/1237276168.html
http://pdfcrowd.com/html-to-pdf-api/?ref=pdf
http://pdfcrowd.com/customize/
http://pdfcrowd.com


pdfcrowd.comPRO version Are you a developer? Try out the HTML to PDF API

Re: New Doubts Regarding the Lancet Iraq Mortality Study

Posted by Badger  on March 16, 2009, 8:23 pm, in reply to "New Doubts Regarding the
Lancet Iraq Mortality Study"

How strange. Burnham was disciplined for a technicality which had absolutely nothing to do
with the quality of the data collected, yet this trifling technicality was sufficient to make Mr
Soldz reject the entire study. 

Yet he acknowledges the IBC count to be unreliably low, so low it is the preferred count of the
occupiers and their accomplices - whose many and proved lies apparently do not give Mr Soldz
pause. This is the count he presumably gives credibility to, merely doubling it to arrive at his
preferred number. It's a baffling process. Why throw out so much sound data for so little
reason in favour of such an unreliable result?

 Post a Response

Making it go away - it is gone!

Posted by Neil (Neil R) on March 16, 2009, 9:59 pm, in reply to "Re: New Doubts
Regarding the Lancet Iraq Mortality Study"

The official figure is still below 100,000. Awful but not absolutely UNMANAGEABLE from a
media/elite perspective. US action in SE Asia killed millions after all! 

It is likely at some point in the next 3 or 4 years that Pilger or someone similar might
make Death of a Nation for Iraq and actually be able to conduct a real and detailed
documentary analysis of the death toll, which must run to over 1 million. I mean a 5%
increase in mortality due to the effects of 4.5 million refugees would be 250,000 people
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alone, and who is responsible for creating the conditions where 20% of the entire
population is displaced! 

What would the be UK mortality increase be if 20% of the population were displaced
under violent wartime conditions? Catastrophic I would imagine! But apparently not in
Iraq. Well they don't have very good longevity there do they!? 

What was the number of orphans again? 400,000? is that because Iraqis have very large
families? 

It really does make one boil with indignation! 

However, by the time Pilger or others are able to enter Iraq and make this kind of
programme the news agenda will have long since moved on!Iraq by then may even be an
"investment paradise"? 

Neil

 Post a Response

Re: New Doubts Regarding the Lancet Iraq Mortality Study

Posted by Stephen Soldz  (ssoldz) on March 17, 2009, 1:00 am, in reply to "New Doubts
Regarding the Lancet Iraq Mortality Study"

Folks, 
I find it amusing that those who have quoted my previous defenses of the Lancet studies, and
my critiques of Iraq Body Count, now find that the very same individual is a war apologist
and/or part of the "propaganda system." Evidently determinations of my credibility depend on
whether my judgments agree with yours. 

I have been against this war from the beginning. My email box has at times filled up with hate
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mail from my positions, expressed in dozens of articles, and a antiwar web site I maintained
daily for years. 

But when I express an opinion, I make the best judgment I can, based upon the evidence.
When the Lancet studies came out, I judged them on their methodology, not on whether their
conclusions agreed with my antiwar beliefs. Same with my critiques of IBC. 

I have conducted population-based surveys (though not of mortality and nothing of this
magnitude). When we discovered that the protocol had been deviated from, the interviewer
was fired on the spot. When we were forced to make modifications in the design, we carefully
evaluated their possible effects on the results, and included them in the report. 

John Hopkins did not evaluate the fieldwork or the statistics. In any case, they have no way
of knowing if the interviewers behaved as reported, and neither do we. But one serious
unreported deviation from protocol means we cannot know there weren't others. Therefore we
have no ability to trust the results. 

I criticized IBC for distracting attention from weaknesses in their data. As one who has
defended the Lancet II in the past, as many of you know, I would not feel honest with myself
and those who cited my judgments if I did not make it clear that those judgments had
changed. 

I have taught research methods for decades at several universities. One of the first things I
teach my students is to be extremely careful to be as critical of studies supporting your
preexisting beliefs as you are of those conflicting with your beliefs. To do otherwise is to lose
one's integrity. Furthermore, it makes the research endeavor and its resultant knowledge
worthless. 

If being painted as a pro-war apologist or an agent of the "propaganda system" is the cost of
integrity, then so be it. 

Here is a Postscript that has been posted to my ZNet article that attempts to clarify my
reasoning 
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(March 16, 2009, 8:30 p.m.): 
http://www.zcommunications.org/znet/viewArticle/20890 

Several readers have raised the question as to why the lapse committed by Burnham et al. in
this study warrants dismissing the entire study. After all, they argue, the lapse of recording
names was an ethical lapse, perhaps, but recording extra information should not affect the
results. Let me take this opportunity to clarify my reasoning. 

The faith one has in the results of any study depends largely on the quality of the research
design and on how carefully that design is followed. In the case of a population-based
epidemiological survey like the 2006 Lancet study (Lancet II), even minor deviations from the
survey design can have large effects on the results. (Survey research depends crucially on
every person in the population having an equal chance of being selected.) As one example, if
interviewers used discretion -- beyond that mandated by safety considerations -- in selecting
households, it could introduce (probably unintentional and unconscious) bias that would make
the findings unreliable. For this reason, survey researchers attempt to maintain strict control
over the procedures actually used by those collecting data in the field. 

We have been assured for years that the design of Lancet II was carefully followed. Now we
hear that the specified design was not followed in a crucial way that may have put
participants at risk. Furthermore, the Lancet researchers have for years pointed to those very
risks as reasons to deny access to raw data and to withhold crucial methodological information
when questioned. The fact that the protocol wasn't followed in a central aspect severely
reduces the confidence we can have that the study procedures were carefully monitored. 

The Baltimore Sun reported: 

"Because of the difficulty of carrying out research in Iraq during the war, Burnham and his
team partnered with Iraqi doctors at a university in Iraq. Burnham, working out of Jordan, said
he made it clear to the doctors that they could collect the first names of children and adults,
to help keep the information straight, but that last names could not be collected. 
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"When the surveys came back to him in Jordan, it appeared that some had last names. Many
were in Arabic. Burnham said he asked his Iraqi partners and was told that the names were not
complete, which he accepted. But Hopkins, in its investigation, found that the data form used
in the surveys was different from what was originally proposed, and included space for names
of respondents. Hopkins found that full names were collected." 

This description, if true, supports the assumption that Burnham was in no position to carefully
monitor the details of data collection for the study. Further, at its most charitable, it indicates
severe communication difficulties with the Iraqi staff that may easily have left him unaware of
other possible deviations in procedures. If one is not so charitable, one may wonder why
Burnham was told a falsehood, that the names were only first names, and thus what else was
distorted. In any case, in the absence of this confidence in the study procedures, we cannot
maintain confidence in the study's results. 

There is yet another troubling aspect of this incident. The lapse that occurred, recording of
full names of respondents reporting deaths from violence in a country undergoing civil war
after the Johns Hopkins ethics committee and the respondents were told no names or unique
identifiers would be collected, is no trifling error. As Johns Hopkins Magazine reported in its
February 2007 issue: 

"Concern for the safety of interviewers and respondents alike produced two more decisions.
First, they would not record identifiers like the names and addresses of people interviewed.
Burnham feared retribution if a hostile militia at a checkpoint found a record of households
visited by the Iraqi survey teams." 

Thus, the researchers were well aware that collecting names of respondents could put them at
grave risk. Burnham owed it to the people in his study to have enquired further when he
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noticed names on the forms and not so easily accepted false reassurances. That he did not
suggests that he may have (perhaps unconsciously) looked the other way at other possible
deviations from protocol. 

Since the study was released over two years ago, it has been subjected to severe criticism.
While much of this criticism was likely motivated by concern for the political implications of the
study, and some of the criticism was clearly unwarranted, that does not give the study a free
pass on criticism. And we shouldn't look the other way regarding its potential problems just
because its findings support our antiwar position. 

In response to the criticism, the Lancet study authors have been less than forthcoming with
key details, such as their exact sampling procedure for selecting streets, which, under
criticism, they admitted was not accurately described in the published paper. That we now
know that another crucial detail, the collection of identifiable information, deviated from the
published record, and that the authors failed to correct the public record on the matter until
forced to, raises questions about what other aspects of the study may not have been
conducted as described. As long as these questions remain, the study cannot be considered
reliable. 

 Post a Response

you would advise the Lancet to retract the study? The war
has been a "disruption"? [nm]

Posted by emersberger  on March 17, 2009, 1:52 am, in reply to "Re: New Doubts
Regarding the Lancet Iraq Mortality Study"
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Re: New Doubts Regarding the Lancet Iraq Mortality Study

Posted by dereklane on March 17, 2009, 7:34 am, in reply to "Re: New Doubts Regarding
the Lancet Iraq Mortality Study"

Further to Walter words below (where he summarised your position):'if the distortion of
one detail (and non-methodological detail at that, to be honest) results in a breakdown
of your trust'... 

you say: 

"I find it amusing that those who have quoted my previous defenses of the Lancet
studies, and my critiques of Iraq Body Count, now find that the very same individual is a
war apologist and/or part of the "propaganda system."" 

Well, the argument might be put 'what's good for the goose...' 

If you can find serious methodological flaws in either study, I might be inclined to suggest
the figures are not useful. As Walter has said, though, this does not allow a fall back to
figures far less accurate (by virtue of already having been proved compromised,*by
method*). So why the haste? 

*If* you can find flaws in the methodology, we might move to a slightly different
position, but you haven't. Granted, the recording of names may have proved to be a
serious breach of trust *of the Iraqis involved*. No wonder they were reticent to admit
to that. A process which no doubt helped their efforts to collate information (names are
invariably helpful triggers to ascertain the right data lies with the right person, in my
experience) was also 'against protocol'. 

But no matter which way you cut it, that's not methodology. It's just (for the
researchers) the point of the dagger in their collective backs - a means to discredit the
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outcomes on the basis of 'trust', for political reasons (rather than mathematical/scientific
ones). Officially, of course, you, and the people with whom you agree, win. 

But what that leaves for you is a gap in the data, not permission to fall back on older,
less accurate data. So if you and others have condemned the Lancet reports, surely
there is funding already in the pipeline for a new, uncompromised replacement
epidemiological study to take place in Iraq now? 

I expect it needs to take place fairly soon, in order to ensure that discredited estimates
like IBC/WHO etc aren't cemented into public thinking entirely as the correct mortality
numbers as a result of the US invasion of Iraq. 

So who is doing that, and who is making certain that people don't resort to thinking the
100 000 figure is the correct one to run with either? 

Derek

 Post a Response

Re: New Doubts Regarding the Lancet Iraq Mortality Study

Posted by noamswampy  on March 17, 2009, 7:49 am, in reply to "Re: New Doubts
Regarding the Lancet Iraq Mortality Study"

"Evidently determinations of my credibility depend on whether my judgments agree with
yours." 

That's not really fair. Determinations of your credibility are made (and have been made in
the exchanges above) on the strength of your argument, which, in dismissing the Lancet
report due the particular protocol violation uncovered, is weak. 

It seems that you now just 'feel' that the Lancet study is unreliable whereas previously
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you 'felt' is was reliable. The methodology used to derive the results has not changed
one iota and that is where the reliability of the Lancet (or any report) is grounded - not
in one individual's feelings about the researchers. 

Oh, and: 

"I have conducted population-based surveys (though not of mortality and nothing of this
magnitude). When we discovered that the protocol had been deviated from, the
interviewer was fired on the spot." 

Really?! That seems a little harsh. I hope Burnham didn't fire whichever of his poor, brave
research assistants made this procedural error. That would be not only harsh, I would
say, but would surely serve to discourage people from reporting errors (which are
unavoidable, where human beings are involved) in the future. 

Regards, 
N. 

 Post a Response

Re: New Doubts Regarding the Lancet Iraq Mortality Study

Posted by Pete Charles (Peter Charles) on March 17, 2009, 8:07 am, in reply to "Re: New
Doubts Regarding the Lancet Iraq Mortality Study"

--Previous Message-- 
: 
: John Hopkins did not evaluate the fieldwork 
: or the statistics. 
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I thought it was Johns Hopkins? 

I therefore have no trust in your work. Your judgements are unreliable. If one mistake has
been made there could be more. 

 Post a Response

first an absurd article now a pathetic PS - too much ego
maybe?

Posted by gabriele  on March 17, 2009, 8:55 am, in reply to "Re: New Doubts
Regarding the Lancet Iraq Mortality Study"

Stephen, 

In your first post here, to introduce your ZNet article, you wrote, "Not an article that
gives me great pleasure. But as a participant in these debates, I feel that honesty
requires it." 

Now you write, "If being painted as a pro-war apologist or an agent of the "propaganda
system" is the cost of integrity, then so be it." 

Maybe you could use some of your talent as a psychoanalyst and psychologist and see if
maybe your ego is playing some tricks you are not aware of? 

You are a member of the steering committee of Psychologists for Social Responsibility;
maybe you could also consider your social responsibility in all this matter and see if
maybe your aspiration for "honesty" and "integrity" (your own words) have in this case
just been the manifestations of your own ego? 
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Surely your original ZNet article was absurd and now, with this PS you added, it has
become pathetic. 

I'm sorry if this hurts your feelings, but I can't find another way to tell you what I think. 

Best wishes, 
Gabriele

 Post a Response

Re: New Doubts Regarding the Lancet Iraq Mortality Study

Posted by jjboulas  on March 17, 2009, 9:53 am, in reply to "Re: New Doubts
Regarding the Lancet Iraq Mortality Study"

Dear Steve 

I take you do not trust the study anymore because you suspect the judegemnt of
Burnham. What about the reviewers and the editors, are they trustworthy? 

JJBoulas 

 Post a Response

Deviations from protocol

Posted by Kebz on March 17, 2009, 9:55 am, in reply to "Re: New Doubts Regarding the
Lancet Iraq Mortality Study"
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Hi Stephen, 

I agree that for scientific method there should be no sacred cows and that all studies
must undergo the same rigorous testing. However, I don't think that collection of
identifiers necessarily negates the results in the way you imply. There is yet no evidence
that there were other deviations from protocol as you imply or that the authors looked
the other way from possible protocol deviations. There is an ethical issue and a disturbing
possible breach of safety for the participants in the identifier data that were collected.
Nonetheless this does not prove that this impacted on the sampling. No study is perfect
(especially in a war situation) but you have to come up with some real examples of
sampling errors before casting doubt on the entire study findings. The ORB poll produced
similar numbers so the results are unlikely to be far out. I don't see any reason for the
authors to issue errata until or unless they know for sure the nature and extent of any
breaches in protocol, if there were any. 

Clearly further studies of this type are required to obtain further scientific evidence and I
hope that more studies will be conducted soon. P.S. Sorry about some of the comments
being directed your way. 

 Post a Response

Glad you find it amusing

Posted by David Sketchley on March 17, 2009, 11:22 am, in reply to "Re: New Doubts
Regarding the Lancet Iraq Mortality Study"

But I don't think the 1-8 million widows in Iraq do. 

According to NBC (March 29, 2007): 
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"A source in the Iraqi Ministry of Women’s Affairs told me recently that because of the
various wars since 1980 – the Iran-Iraq war that lasted from 1980 to 1988, the first Gulf
War in 1990, and the U.S. invasion in 2003 and its aftermath – that there are
approximately three million Iraqi widows and the numbers are increasing." 
http://worldblog.msnbc.msn.com/archive/2007/03/29/105681.aspx 

According to the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs ( 26 April 2006): 

"the Ministry of Women’s Affairs says that there are at least 300,000 in Baghdad alone,
with another eight million throughout the country...Officials point out that at least 15
police officers’ wives become widows every day because police constitute major targets
for the insurgency. “Every married police officer is concerned about what he will
bequeath his family,” said senior police officer Major Khalid Maruf. “They fear that death
is around the corner.” 

Thousands of Iraqi women lost their husbands during the ten-year war with Iran in the
1980s. This number rose further during the 1991 US-led war with Iraq following the
latter’s invasion of Kuwait. 

Local NGOs say the situation has become even more critical since the 2003 US-led
invasion of the country, which has given rise to increasing violence and sectarian killing.
“Saddam Hussein was responsible for killing thousands of men during his 25 years of
brutal rule,” said Ibtissam Kamal, a member of a local organisation that works on the
issue but which prefers anonymity for security reasons. “But more people have died
during the past three years, most of them men whose families are now without support.”
" 
http://www.irinnews.org/Report.aspx?ReportId=26320 

Reuters reports: "Narmeen Othman, Iraq's acting minister for women's affairs, put the
number as high as 2 million in a country of 27 million people." 

According to the NYT (February 22, 2009) this figure is considerably lower: 
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"As the number of widows has swelled during six years of war, their presence on city
streets begging for food or as potential recruits by insurgents has become a vexing
symbol of the breakdown of Iraqi self-sufficiency," it reports. "As the war has ground on,
government and social service organizations say the women’s needs have come to
exceed available help, posing a threat to the stability of the country’s tenuous social
structures." There are some 740,000 war widows, the report says, including those from
the Iran-Iraq war of the 1980s and Desert Storm in 1991. 

That is one of every eleven women from the age of 15 to 80. Given the population bulge
in the 20-40 age range that would be affected by the current war, and the high numbers
of young men killed who are not married, the estimate of widows translates into a very
high mortality figure. For example, if half the widows are from the current war, and one-
third of those who have died as a result of the war are not married--both conservative
assumptions--then more than 555,000 have been killed as a result of the U.S. invasion
and subsequent violence. That figure would not include the number of women and
children who have died as a result of the war's privations or from direct violence. " 
http://web.mit.edu/humancostiraq/ 

 Post a Response

Re: New Doubts Regarding the Lancet Iraq Mortality Study

Posted by walter on March 17, 2009, 2:13 am, in reply to "New Doubts Regarding the Lancet
Iraq Mortality Study"

Hi Stephen, thanks for appearing in person. 

You say 

“The school does assert that, as far as they can determine, no one was harmed by this ethical
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lapse.” 

Why do you not then also stress that the John Hopkins review itself did not share your doubts
about the methodology used – might readers not wrongly assume your so-called
methodological doubts were shared by the reviewers? 

I was also struck by the fact that having expressed your doubts, you immediately give a new
body count ‘estimate’ of your own. Why not simply express those doubts - what is the rush to
re-evaluate what you know to be a complex statistical picture? 

I was further struck by the quality of the sources you highlight. The Iraqi Health Ministry and
the World Health Organization. That the former could be taken seriously beggars belief. Are
you not aware that 

• In Dec 2003 the Iraqi Health Ministry stopped collecting statistics on civilian deaths,
http://www.guardian.co.uk/politics/2003/dec/19/iraq.iraq 
• In fact no figures were produced by it at all in 2003,
http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2004/dec/09/iraq.iraq 
• In July 2004 it ordered doctors not to carry out autopsies [note the implications for the
number of “violent deaths” recorded],
http://www.independent.co.uk/opinion/commentators/fisk/baghdad-is-a-city-that-reeks-with-
the-stench-of-the-dead-554668.html (Fisk) 
• In Nov 2004 it told them not to provide aid for Fallujans,
http://www.atimes.com/atimes/Middle_East/FL02Ak01.html. 

Obviously I would like to ask if the distortion of one detail (and non-methodological detail at
that, to be honest) results in a breakdown of your trust, what effect has the total abdication
and corruption of duty as shown by the Iraqi Health Ministry? 

Incidentally, the World Health Organization is scarcely more reliable, with documented
instances of conflict and bias and ties to industry as well as generally “neglecting evidence”. 

It seems to me that you are too hard on the Lancet authors, and are then not applying the
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same standards to the Iraqi Health Ministry/WHO. Did you look into them or their
methodologies at all? If not, why so quick to publish ‘doubts’ about the Lancet study? 

Cheers 
Walter 

 Post a Response

Re: New Doubts Regarding the Lancet Iraq Mortality Study

Posted by Bern  (bern) on March 17, 2009, 8:06 am, in reply to "Re: New Doubts
Regarding the Lancet Iraq Mortality Study"

Thanks Walter. Your first point is exactly one I wanted to make again, namely that the
JH Review concluded oppositely to Soldz regarding the likelihood of harm to the
respondants. He does not confront that contradiction in his reasoning in his postscript. 

Then from his spurious departure point, Soldz makes a leap, not only to speculate on a
likely alternative casualties count, but also to wider proposals of methodologic errors, by
smuggling in under the title "exact sampling proceedures" that old canard, "main street
bias" 

 Post a Response

Re: New Doubts Regarding the Lancet Iraq Mortality Study

Posted by Badger  on March 17, 2009, 10:04 am, in reply to "New Doubts Regarding the
Lancet Iraq Mortality Study"
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In his blog today, Juan Cole makes no bones in accepting the Lancet study's total as part of a
catalogue of Cheyney's "achievements" in Iraq. Evidently he does not suffer from a misplaced
sense of proportion when assessing strengths and weaknesses. 

 Post a Response

Re: New Doubts Regarding the Lancet Iraq Mortality Study

Posted by Stephen Soldz  (ssoldz) on March 17, 2009, 12:05 pm, in reply to "New Doubts
Regarding the Lancet Iraq Mortality Study"

Is no one on this list embarrassed at the ad hominem quality of this discussion? I am either
bought off by subtle or not so subtle pressure, a sell-out, or am spitting in the face of Iraqi
widows because I question the quality and reliability of a putatively scientific study. That's a
sad way to conduct a debate. 

It is also weird to hear claims that I am responding to some "peer pressure" to recant on a list
where there is 100% unanimity against someone who no longer agrees with the list's
consensus. As a psychoanalyst, I wonder about projection. The only "peer pressure" I
experience is from my leftist friends, several of whom are scientists, who always insist that the
left has to face reality, whether comfortable or not, and whether the results agree with one's
biases. 

Here are responses to a few of the comments: 

As for the 1-8 million widows, remember that this includes widows from three wars, including
the Iran-Iraq war in which enormous numbers died. If anyone can separate that out, it would
be very helpful. I know of no data that does this. In the absence of that data, it isn't relevant
to the number who died since 2003, though it is awful for them and for Iraq. 

As for the Lancet reviewers, they were presumably not aware that the research protocol was

http://members5.boardhost.com/medialens/msg/1237207133.html
http://members5.boardhost.com/medialens/info/user=ssoldz
mailto:ssoldz@bgsp.edu
http://members5.boardhost.com/medialens/msg/1237284297.html#post_reply
http://pdfcrowd.com/html-to-pdf-api/?ref=pdf
http://pdfcrowd.com/customize/
http://pdfcrowd.com


pdfcrowd.comPRO version Are you a developer? Try out the HTML to PDF API

not followed, so how are they relevant now that we know that? Most journals would not
publish a paper that violated the IRB agreement. At a minimum, its treated as a big deal,
especially when it involves confidentiality. 

Johns Hopkins audited the data forms. There is no indication that they investigated what went
on in the field. So their failure to comment on that is irrelevant, they did not look at it. 

I agree that, if it was only a matter of names, that probably would not affect the findings.
However, no one has responded to my point that this lapse, and its non-discovery until now,
could only have happened if there were serious communication difficulties between Burnham
and the Iraqi field staff. Those communication difficulties, along with a known lapse, raise
serious questions as to the fidelity with which procedures were followed. If those procedures
were no followed very closely, the study cannot be assumed valid. 

Of course there should be further studies. Best would be if people like Burnham and Roberts
got together with Jon Pedersen (described by Les Roberts as "the revered Jon Pedersen") who
has perhaps the most experience of anyone conducting surveys in the Mideast and who has
been skeptical of the Lancet studies. 

One factor influencing me in my judgments of the Lancet studies was meeting Pedersen and
having an extended discussion of these issues. [I posted an account of that meeting on this
board, I believe.] He certainly seemed reasonable and made it clear that one could be
skeptical of the Lancet studies without being a crazed pro-war apologist. I was not totally
convinced by Pedersen, however, and still leaned toward accepting the studies' estimates. 

I was further disturbed when the main street bias issue came up. [I know, this was raised by
people with questionable ties. But that doesn't mean they can't also be partly right. I also
believe, and have written about, their serious manipulation to get a high estimate of the effect
of this bias, if it existed.] What disturbed me was that Burnham and Roberts replied by
acknowledging that the sampling procedure described in the paper was not the exact one
used. They then never provided a detailed account of the procedure that was used. I then
started to wonder about the methodology. However, I still didn't think it invalidated their
estimates, only increased the "error range" I attributed to those estimates. 
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But when I hear that there was a serious communication lapse between them and those in the
field who conducted the survey, a lapse so great that full names were mistaken for first
names, then I no longer have faith in the study. Was Burnham lied to, or could they not
understand each other? Either option is very problematic. 

That doesn't mean that I completely dismiss it. It is a data point, albeit, now a very weak one.
In that case, we are left with the data we are left with. 

The first version of my article did not have any discussion of other surveys. A reader of an
early draft said I should discuss what data we did have. I then added the discussion of the
IMOH-WHO study. BTW, neither Burnham nor Roberts dismissed that study when it appeared.
In fact, Roberts interpreted it as supporting Lancet II. Roberts also praised by comments on
the two studies at the time, with my assertion that the best estimate was somewhere
between them. 

I feel very sad. I believe that Burnham and Roberts tried to do something very important. I
believe it likely that they were insufficiently attentive to the difficulties in their task. I respect
them tremendously. But I think they made a mistake here. 

 Post a Response

Re: New Doubts Regarding the Lancet Iraq Mortality Study

Posted by gabriele  on March 17, 2009, 12:52 pm, in reply to "Re: New Doubts
Regarding the Lancet Iraq Mortality Study"

Stephen, 

If you feel so strongly about this and are so sure to be right, I feel you need and must
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now challenge officially the authors, the Johns Hopkins' and the Lancet. In doing so,
you'll have to give some scientific evidence and tell the scientific community on which
bases you "do not feel that their estimate of 650,000 post-invasion surplus deaths can
be trusted". 

That is a very grave accusation and it needs to be corroborated in much more serious,
scientific ways than you have so poorly and pathetically done so far. 

It's not enough to "feel" or to "guess" or to "think" (again, your words). You need to
demonstrate that those scientific studies, reviewed in scientific papers and gone through
a never ending process of scrutiny (let alone the amount of powerful hostility!) are a
"mistake". 

In that case, maybe more people who are familiar with this issue will take you seriously.
So far, thanks to ZNet, you have succeeded in adding your voice to the shameless choir
of detractors of those studies but - as you should know - science is something different. 

Regards, 
Gabriele 
P.S. Not a word from you on the extremely important issue of "may have deposed a
dictator" that many on this board have pointed out. Do you know what the UN Charter
says about that? Ever heard about the Nuremberg's supreme international crime?

 Post a Response

Re: New Doubts Regarding the Lancet Iraq Mortality Study

Posted by jjboulas  on March 17, 2009, 1:21 pm, in reply to "Re: New Doubts
Regarding the Lancet Iraq Mortality Study"

Dear stephen, 
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I accept what you say of the revierws & editors, if it is indeed true that they were not
aware of this slip of the protocol 

Now, lets accept that the data on Lancet II is not to be trusted. As far as I know this
bring us back to square 1. 
But you seem convinved that Lancet II is in fact an overstimate. How is that, why not a
understimate? 

Joseph J Boulas 

 Post a Response

Re: New Doubts Regarding the Lancet Iraq Mortality
Study

Posted by Stephen Soldz  (ssoldz) on March 17, 2009, 2:14 pm, in reply to
"Re: New Doubts Regarding the Lancet Iraq Mortality Study"

Joseph, a good question. In fact,I am NOT "convinced that Lancet II is in fact an
overestimate." I am not "convinced" of anything regarding the true figures. Rather, I
believe, that, with the current state of our knowledge of deaths in Iraq, that it is
likely that Lancet II is an overestimate. At the high end, we have ORB. this is a
data point that suggests that it may be higher. While I certainly don't dismiss this, I
give it less weight until and unless further details are made publicly available so that
it can be properly evaluated. 

We also have the IMOH-WHO study, which, I remind you, Les Roberts certainly did
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NOT dismiss. It leads to a lower estimate of deaths due to violence. The study had
a much larger sample and many more clusters which, in general, would lead to
better estimates. Nonetheless, there are reasons to suspect, which I mentioned in
the article, that the figure they got was low. If one estimates the total mortality
(violent + nonviolent) it would be higher, somewhere in the 400,00 range. However,
that study did not make that calculation, as far as I know. They evidently
questioned whether it could be made accurately. When I met Jon Pedersen, he
emphasized his doubts, based on long experience, that nonviolent mortality could be
accurately measured so far back. 

As the SMART Methodology, which Roberts and Burham refer to as the source of
their methodology, states: 

"Accuracy: The shorter the recall period, the more accurate the estimate of 
mortality. This is because more distant events are more likely to be forgotten by 
respondents and there are likely to be more mistakes in the time of death. (Recall 
periods longer than one year should not be used.)" [p. 31] 

Thus there is reason to extremely cautious about mortality estimates going back
several years. Many believe that violent deaths are more accurately reported than
nonviolent deaths, which is why, I suspect, they focused upon violent deaths only. 

At an earlier stage we also had the ILCS, conducted by Jon Pedersen, the expert at
Mideast surveys. It got a figure for violent deaths that was far lower than Lancet I.
While there are some arguments to be made that their estimate was low,
nonetheless, it is lower than Lancet, strengthening belief that the true figure may
be lower than Lancet II. 

I am also influenced by Pedersen's [remember that Les Roberts described hims as
"the revered Jon Pedersen" and said that it was his criticism that most gave Les
pause] firm belief, based on extensive experience conducting surveys in Iraq, that
Lancet II was too high. 
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Hope that gives you a sense of my reasoning. I again emphasize that I am not
"convinced" of any figure, only trying to make the best estimate I can with the
unsatisfactory data available. 

We desperately need more and better surveys. Perhaps now they will be done.

 Post a Response

Re: New Doubts Regarding the Lancet Iraq Mortality
Study

Posted by jjboulas  on March 17, 2009, 3:01 pm, in reply to "Re: New
Doubts Regarding the Lancet Iraq Mortality Study"

Stephen, 

briefly, is Lancet I a trustworthy piece of research? 
If so, it is, in your opinion, better or worse than Pedersen's early estimate? 

If Lancet I is the better estimate, I can hardly see that you could use the
earlier disagreement betwwen Pedersent and R&B as a suggestion of R&B
giving an overstimate in Lancet II 

If so I suspect your suggestion of Lancet II being an overstimate has a lot to
do with what Lenin here below has said 

Best regards 

JJBoulas 

http://members5.boardhost.com/medialens/msg/1237299293.html
mailto:jjboulas@googlemail.com
http://members5.boardhost.com/medialens/info/user=jjboulas
http://members5.boardhost.com/medialens/msg/1237299293.html#post_reply
http://pdfcrowd.com/html-to-pdf-api/?ref=pdf
http://pdfcrowd.com/customize/
http://pdfcrowd.com


pdfcrowd.comPRO version Are you a developer? Try out the HTML to PDF API

 Post a Response

Re: New Doubts Regarding the Lancet Iraq Mortality Study

Posted by noamswampy  on March 17, 2009, 2:15 pm, in reply to "Re: New Doubts
Regarding the Lancet Iraq Mortality Study"

"Is no one on this list embarrassed at the ad hominem quality of this discussion? I am
either bought off by subtle or not so subtle pressure, a sell-out, or am spitting in the
face of Iraqi widows because I question the quality and reliability of a putatively
scientific study. That's a sad way to conduct a debate." 

Care to state which remarks you took to be ad-hom? I just re-read the thread and found
the replies to you generally polite and rational - if critical of your arguments. Don't be so
bloody sensitive, man! 

The saddest thing, so far, about this debate is your lack of response to (at least) two
excellent questions: 

1) Why did you describe the removal of Saddam in what seems to be a positive way
("may have deposed a dictator") and 
2) Will you be putting your money where your mouth is and complaining formally to the
Lancet about the study's failures, as you see them? 

In response to one of your points: 

"there were serious communication difficulties between Burnham and the Iraqi field staff."

- Any study in war-torn Iraq MUST present communication difficulties (the adjective
'serious' is your subjective addition). Surely that goes without saying 
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"Those communication difficulties, along with a known lapse, raise serious questions as to
the fidelity with which procedures were followed." 

- ??? These unavoidable communications difficulties (which must have been a problem for
all other studies - although not the sofa-based IBC effort) may raise serious questions in
your head, but not in mine. That's one of the advantages of a solid methodological
approach. And I'm sure I'm not alone on this one. In fact, Burnham's explanation of
precisely HOW the oversight occurred is very convincing. How good are you at telling
'First Names' from 'Full Name' in the languages of Iraq, handwritten? Difficult enough in
English! 

"If those procedures were not followed very closely, the study cannot be assumed valid."

- This is nonsense. First, which procedures are you talking about, precisely? Second, you
can't just say that one procedure (whichever one you mean, it must be one of many) not
followed invalidates the whole study. Not without some serious supporting argument
explaining why. Which you have not, as yet, provided. 

"The only "peer pressure" I 
experience is from my leftist friends, 
several of whom are scientists" 

- Very surprised to hear you say that. Do you really believe that you don't face peer-
pressure from the pro-war establishment in which you operate every day...? 

Regards, 
N.

 Post a Response

Answer to your question on procedures
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Posted by Kebz on March 17, 2009, 7:56 pm, in reply to "Re: New Doubts Regarding the
Lancet Iraq Mortality Study"

Hi Stephen, 

Thank you for directing us to your central point. 
Unfortunately, this numbers debate has a history of bitter and prolonged arguments so i
hope you don't take it personally. 

However, I think you may be overegging the pudding with regard to 'serious
communication difficulties'. You simply do not know what the practical issue was. One
possibility is that one or two interviewers who accidentally disregarded the instruction
not to take down full names and then covered it up later, when they realised their
mistake, by saying they were only partial names. That does not automatically mean that
they disregarded other procedures too. I see no reason to accept your assertion that
this could only have happened in the event of a serious communications failure. I know
from experience that you can give the most comprehensive instructions possible but
there will always be a glitch when instructees misinterpet a particular instruction. You
know as well as I do that there is no such thing as the perfect study. In the field,
mistakes happen and in this respect virtually all studies of this kind are somehow affected
by mistakes. As I said previously, one mistake does not mean automatically allow us to
extrapolate and therefore assume that the sampling procedure was also defective. The
only evidence is that the identifiers part of the protocol was not strictly adhered to. This
would not affect the results. 

I understand what you are saying about this affecting your confidence but that is a
subjective judgement rather than a real methodological critique. There is no such thing
as a perfect study unless it is performed under controlled laboratory conditions and is
reproduced. If I may be allowed to make a subjective judgement, I would say that
because the most violent region Anbar was excluded from the study, the results would
have been more likely to be an underestimate. I think we all agree that further studies
are needed.
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 Post a Response

On the subject of bias

Posted by walter on March 17, 2009, 10:55 pm, in reply to "Re: New Doubts Regarding
the Lancet Iraq Mortality Study"

Stephen 

It is interesting that you complain of ad hom comments while offering only an ad-hom
defence of the IMOH/WHO study, despite my fierce criticisms of them. 

“…neither Burnham nor Roberts dismissed that study when it appeared” 

Perhaps in their positions (and in yours!?) attacks on governments and world bodies are
not encouraged. Anyway this standard was not extended by you to the Lancet authors
or their study, which has attracted the highest professional praise. Stephen, I challenge
you to tell me that you regard the IMOH and the WHO with “tremendous” respect. If you
don’t, please explain your double standard. 

The reason people have questioned your motives is that this is only one of a number of
indicators of bias in your article, the principle one being your over-reaction to the names
error. Look how you build it up: 

“this lapse, and its non-discovery until now, could only have happened if there were
serious communication difficulties between Burnham and the Iraqi field staff” 

“…Those communication difficulties, along with a known lapse, raise serious questions as
to the fidelity with which procedures were followed.” 

“…If those procedures were not followed very closely, the study cannot be assumed
valid.” 
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None of these non-sequitors is convincing. For example the non-disclosure is likely to be
owing to the issue of security, the supposed reason for the censure in the first place!
And you are still only talking about the one error. Any error could be magnified
exponentially in this hand-waving manner. 

You say that JH reviewers failure to comment on reliability is “irrelevant”, but you allowed
your post and article to convey the impression that the methodology used is under a
cloud. Again, look how you build it up: 

“If one major methodological detail was distorted….” 
“the non-cooperation may have been to cover up the methodological discrepancy” 
“the Lancet researchers should have been especially careful in the controllable aspects
of their methodology. They were not.” 

Your colleague, Mr Arnold, may talk about us not addressing the substance, but that’s
just the point. Apart from the error - which doesn’t affect methodology - there isn’t any
real substance. 

Walter 

 Post a Response

Correction - Albert, not Arnold, apols! Aargh, my
credibility vanishes...

Posted by walter on March 17, 2009, 10:59 pm, in reply to "On the subject of bias"

 Post a Response
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Lancet II: rhetoric and proof

Posted by lenin on March 17, 2009, 2:37 pm, in reply to "New Doubts Regarding the Lancet
Iraq Mortality Study"

I've been watching the debate on the Lancet erratum with great interest, and I just wanted to
make three rough-and-ready observations: 

1) Stephen Soldz remarks, with some exasperation, on the idea that he might be "part" of the
"propaganda system". But propaganda experts regard their subjects not as accomplices but as
opponents. You can read their texts: they explicitly use the language of campaigning against
the audience. So, if there is a propaganda campaign on this issue, it is correct to say that
Soldz - as an informed commentator from within the academe - would be one of its targets
rather than one of its allies. It isn't a question of being bribed or blackmailed or anything like
that. 

The point of propaganda is wrongly assumed to be to change one's mind. It can do that, but
the real point is to change one's behaviour. It is to make one speak or act in a particular way.
The aim of this kind of propaganda campaign, then, would be in part to elicit statements from
authoritative individuals discrediting the findings of the survey and opting for a lower estimate.
I don't mean that Soldz has been coerced into saying something he doesn't really believe, but
I'll come back to this in a minute. 

2) There is unquestionably a propaganda campaign on this issue. Every respected broadsheet
newspaper in the UK has devoted prominent space to utterly spurious critiques of Lancet II:
far more than was given to simply reporting its results or to serious scrutiny. Long before there
was any problem discovered with the fieldwork, a series of red herrings had already been
floated, including alleged "main street bias", rehashed versions of Fred Kaplan's "dartboard"
metaphor, sophistical arguments about the pre-invasion mortality rate, insufficient clusters,
etc etc. Aside from the red herrings, there were downright falsehoods, such as the bogus
statements attributed to Dr Gilbert Burnham in Science magazine, and the WSJ claiming that
no demographic data was collected. Some of these claims were clearly designed to influence
academic opinion as much as 'lay' opinion. The "main street bias" criticism eventually became
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an article published in a scholarly journal and received the award of 'Article of the Year',
winning the authors $1,000. And, as Soldz points out, there was also another kind of
professional flak involved, albeit of a rather curious kind: the entirely inappropriate censuring of
Burnham et al by an organisation they are not affiliated to, the American Association for Public
Opinion Research. The censure was motivated by Burnham's refusal, apparently on the advice
of the Bloomsberg School of Public Health, to supply his data to the AAPOR (though bona fide
researchers were given access to it). Despite the extreme oddity of this situation, the
American Statistical Association weighed in to support AAPOR. 

No other epidemiological survey that I know of has produced such intense, and overwhelmingly
hostile, scrutiny. The survey was attacked from the highest quarters, including by the
President of the United States. There has been, unsurprisingly, a complete lack of temper in
the rhetoric of several critics. And there has been an implication of dishonesty and deliberate,
politically motivated distortion from the start. 

3) The reason Soldz gives for changing his mind is not just that a relatively minor breach of
protocol was made. It is the claim that information was withheld, and that this might have
been to cover up the methodological problem, rather than for more "understandable" reasons.
It is also that public statements made by the authors were "in spirit if not in legalistic wording,
not accurate", in that they did not mention that a number of the forms did indeed contain the
names of individuals interviewed. Thus, it is implied, Soldz can no longer have faith in the
authors of the survey. Even the refusal to cooperate with AAPOR is now adduced as a possible
instance of deception. Soldz thus tacitly endorses the claim of fraudulence made by David
Kane. It is that assumption which makes it seem more likely that other flaws in the research
might have taken place and are being covered up. 

I just want to point out how much of this argument is not to do with strict logical inference.
That is not a criticism: as Carlo Ginzburg points out, successful arguments do rely on much
more than straightforward logical exposition. Rhetoric itself is based on a combination of proofs
and conventions. Logically, had there not been a procedural discrepancy, it would still have
been possible that there would be all sorts of problems with the fieldwork to which we are not
privy. The issue then is how one judges the balance of probabilities, especially if some
discrepancy is revealed. And this is a far more subjective process than people might realise.
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After all, note that Soldz is constantly describing his own reactions to various revelations as
proofs ("I was further disturbed when..." etc). The discovery of a minor discrepancy in itself,
with no consequences for the validity of the data gathered, might not necessarily increase the
likelihood in one's mind of other, more important, discrepancies existing. Or at least not enough
to cause one to discount the survey. What finally persuades Soldz to discount the survey is
the suggestion of dishonesty. There is actually precious little evidence for such dishonesty,
beyond Kane's extremely ungenerous interpretation of a selection of quotes. 

The question, then, is how much cumulative impact the chorus of denunciation, baiting, smoke
screens, cajolery, flattery etc., impacts on one's perception of the balance of probabilities.
How much, for example, does it contribute to making the typically engorged rhetoric of David
Kane (a CEO and self-publicisit whose extensive misrepresentations are always being pulled
apart at Deltoid) seem remotely sensible? Soldz concedes that Kane was "more right than I
had believed" about the "weaknesses" of the survey. Given that Kane has gotten practically
every claim wrong since he cried fraud in 2006, it is a considerable concession to make. In
what context other than that of a heated propaganda campaign could such a concession even
be intelligible? 

Lenin's Tomb: Where Undead Ideas Fester
www.leninology.blogspot.com

 Post a Response

Re: Lancet II: rhetoric and proof

Posted by The Editors on March 17, 2009, 3:36 pm, in reply to "Lancet II: rhetoric and
proof"
Message modified by board administrator March 17, 2009, 3:42 pm

: The question, then, is how much cumulative 
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: impact the chorus of denunciation, baiting, 
: smoke screens, cajolery, flattery etc., 
: impacts on one's perception of the balance 
: of probabilities. 

Exactly. 

And by the way, I think a similar question needs to be asked of Soldz's comment about
the fact that the occupation "may have deposed a dictator" - ie, presenting that as a
positive. That for me was a classic example of an independent mind showing the signs of
what might be called propaganda weathering and erosion. 

DE

 Post a Response

Thanks and a challenge to Stephen Soldz

Posted by The Editors on March 17, 2009, 6:35 pm, in reply to "Re: Lancet II:
rhetoric and proof"

Stephen, your willingness to engage with some quite fierce criticism does you great
credit (are you reading this George?! :o) - we appreciate it greatly. 

But you have been challenged on a couple of specifics in this sentence: 

"No matter what the correct figures turn out to be, it is clear that far too many
have died as a result of this war of choice and subsequent occupation which may
have deposed a dictator but which also disrupted an entire society." 

Your comment about the illegal US-UK military overthrow of Saddam Hussein
suggests you view this as a positive to be set against other, negative
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consequences - is that the case? 

And do you really view the verb 'disrupt' as appropriate in describing the effects of
US-UK actions in Iraq? For example, would you argue that the atom bombs
'disrupted' life in Hiroshima and Nagasaki? Did the US 'disrupt' an entire society in
Vietnam? Did the German army 'disrupt' life in Stalingrad and Leningrad? 

Eds

 Post a Response

Re: Thanks and a challenge to Stephen Soldz

Posted by Stephen Soldz  (ssoldz) on March 17, 2009, 11:20 pm, in reply
to "Thanks and a challenge to Stephen Soldz"

I haven't responded to this point because I view it as a distraction from the
question of the strengths and weaknesses of the Lancet II study. Further, it is
an objectionable attempt to establish a loyalty oath for whose view will be
considered, demanding that I use the same words as you or being
excommunicated. If this is how you treat one who has contributed to this
group and whose opinions you have sought out and quoted, Its not a good
sign for your tolerance. The society I fight for is one of freedom and
tolerance. As Rosa Luxemburg aid "Freedom is always freedom for the one who
thinks differently." We need to learn from her. If there is one thing I have
learned from the last several years of unrelenting struggle, first against the
war, and then against the US torture regime, it is to try and control the
tendencies within me to demonize, lest I become like those I fight. 

However, I will respond anyway to your question. I admit I didn't word this
very well as it wasn't central to the issue I was dealing with and I wasn't
careful when writing it. Here's what I do think. Whenever a dictator falls,
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anywhere, part of me is glad. I believe the US invasion was illegal, immoral,
and had nothing to do with trying to make life better for Iraqis, but rather with
establishing US control over Iraq and the entire region. I believe that it has
been a disaster for millions of Iraqis who have died, had family members die,
been displaced, or had to live in a society enduring years of occupation,
chaos, and civil war. However, much as I object to the war and occupation, I
shed no tears for Saddam Hussein or his Baath regime [though I vociferously
objected to his lynching, as I object to all capital punishment). 

Further, I hope somehow that the Iraqis will find a way to recover from the
horrible traumas of the war and occupation, but also of Saddam's brutal regime
as well as of the horrific sanctions regime. I hope they will find a way to live in
peace together and rebuild their country. That will require finding within them
the ability to overcome hatred and to forgive. Otherwise the destruction of
their society will continue. 

That is my response. Now you can get back to your regularly scheduled
trashing of anyone who disagrees with you.

 Post a Response

don't you forget something here?

Posted by gabriele  on March 18, 2009, 12:01 am, in reply to "Re:
Thanks and a challenge to Stephen Soldz"

"Further, I hope somehow that the Iraqis will find a way to recover from
the horrible traumas of the war and occupation, but also of Saddam's
brutal regime as well as of the horrific sanctions regime. I hope they will
find a way to live in peace together and rebuild their country. That will
require finding within them the ability to overcome hatred and to
forgive. Otherwise the destruction of their society will continue." 
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I'm sure you wanted to write also that what is needed is: 

1) an end of the US occupation; 
2) a just reparation for the extreme violence your own country's
governemnt vomited against that peopole since 1990; 
3) a trial of the major US (and UK) war criminals on the example of
Nuremberg for the major Nazi war criminals responsible for the same
crime, the supreme international crime, the war of aggression against a
sovereign country. 

I'm sure you wanted to write all that... but then I wonder why you just
focused on Iraqis' "ability to overcome hatred and to forgive". 

I mean, don't you think that for a US citizen is quite peculiar to focus on
Iraqis' responsibility for what's been going on in that country?

 Post a Response

Re: don't you forget something here?

Posted by walter on March 18, 2009, 12:35 am, in reply to "don't
you forget something here? "

Don't know how relevant this is, as I don't think Stephen intended
to diminish the Iraqis' situation - but its a very good point
nonetheless, Gabriele. May I rewrite it? 

Its the "...finding within them the ability to overcome" ... (Stephen)

...the occupation!! ...(Gabriele) 
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...that is largely responsible for the question of whether it has cost
them a million or a mere half-million people. 

What Stephen wishes for has, arguably, already been granted.
Unfortunately for the Iraqis', whose indomitable spirit "within them"
has cost them dear. 

A better misty-eyed sentiment would indeed be "I hope the US gets
to f*&# soon" 
Cheers

 Post a Response

A cautionary note.

Posted by lenin on March 18, 2009, 7:06 am, in reply to "Re: Thanks and
a challenge to Stephen Soldz"

: As Rosa Luxemburg aid 
: "Freedom is always freedom for the one 
: who thinks differently." We need to 
: learn from her. 

To be fair, though, Rosa was talking about repression during the early
stages of the Russian civil war. This isn't that. This is just a message
board on which you are being criticised (albeit sometimes a bit harshly)
for taking a stance that seems to some of us to be unjustified by the
facts and liable to be used by apologists for the war. May I ask whether
you really think this situation is commensurate with life under an
embattled, post-revolutionary dictatorship? 

After all, there is an implicit tribute here: some people aren't worth the
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effort of engagement and rebuttal (however much you feel yourself being
unfairly treated in the process). This intense debate is taking place, as
the L'Oreal ad says, because you're worth it. 

: If there is one thing I 
: have learned from the last several years of 
: unrelenting struggle, first against the war, 
: and then against the US torture regime, it 
: is to try and control the tendencies within 
: me to demonize, lest I become like those I 
: fight. 

There, again, there is an element of hyperbole here. I don't notice the
Eds demonising you, and at any rate it seems a stretch to see the
demonological temptation as leading directly to the gulag. It happens all
the time in liberal democracies and things generally remain as they are.
On the other hand, the worst behaviour is often mandated by something
far more like clinical detachment than intense, passionate disagreement.

Lenin's Tomb: Where Undead Ideas Fester
www.leninology.blogspot.com

 Post a Response

The Stalinist-totalitarian impulse

Posted by Stephen Soldz  (ssoldz) on March 18, 2009, 11:06
am, in reply to "A cautionary note."

Lenin, yes, I do think that what occurred here is in the spirit of the
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Stalinist Gulag, or perhaps the Maoist criticism-self-criticism
session, though on a vastly different scale, since, thankfully, the
folks here are powerless. With one exception, there was no attempt
at any real dialog, there was simply a process of finding grounds to
dismiss me, combined with a constant hectoring because I didn't
phrase things the way that is to be officially tolerated. But it was
the lynch mob psychology that was the most disturbing, and the
fact that no one said "STOP!" The message implicitly was being
sent to anyone who might publicly deviate from the group
consensus that this is what will happen to you should you deviate. 

The fact that I received private emails from people who were afraid
to speak out against this here is a terrible sign. 

I would never engage in "dialog" with this group again. There is no
point. I experience no sense that anyone was interested in
understanding how I cam to my opinions or in what I thought.
Rather, there was the joy in tripping me up if I didn't use the
phrases acceptable. The competition to show who was the best at
trashing me was palpable, as were the "high fives" as one
participant implicitly congratulated another on getting an especially
good kick in. If this is how you treat "one who is worth it," I
shudder to think of how you would treat those who you deem not
worth it. 

There wasn't a hint of decency. while on a vastly different
magnitude, it reminds me again of Rosa Luxemburg's cry about the
Lenninists building the incipient Stalinist state "How can they be so
cruel!" If I had behaved that way, I would be ashamed. But I doubt
that will occur to anyone here. 

I used to think that we needed a group like Media Lens in the US.
Now I am simply thankful that this particular flavor of Stalinism
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hasn't yet emigrated. The society you fight for would end up,
despite the nice words, as being one of the jackboot stomping on
the human face forever.

 Post a Response

Re: The Stalinist-totalitarian impulse

Posted by dereklane on March 18, 2009, 11:36 am, in reply to
"The Stalinist-totalitarian impulse"

"Now I am simply thankful that this particular flavor of
Stalinism hasn't yet emigrated." 

You can't have read many US messageboards  

"I experience no sense that anyone was interested in
understanding how I came to my opinions or in what I
thought." 

I was under the impression that this was what your original
article did. Having read it, I responded to that. 

I said: 

"If you can find serious methodological flaws in either study, I
might be inclined to suggest the figures are not useful. As
Walter has said, though, this does not allow a fall back to
figures far less accurate (by virtue of already having been
proved compromised,*by method*). So why the haste? 

*If* you can find flaws in the methodology, we might move to
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a slightly different position, but you haven't. Granted, the
recording of names may have proved to be a serious breach of
trust *of the Iraqis involved*. No wonder they were reticent
to admit to that. A process which no doubt helped their
efforts to collate information (names are invariably helpful
triggers to ascertain the right data lies with the right person,
in my experience) was also 'against protocol'." 

In other words, I provided my take on your perception of a
breach of trust serious enough to discount the whole survey
(I didn't agree that this protocol lapse warranted discounting
the entire study), and then offered a reason why such data
may have been collected, *despite* 'protocol' (usually seen
as 'guidelines' rather than immutable law in my experience of
the usage of the term, but perhaps different in epidemiology -
I am no expert). 

Instead of responding to this, and other [more] reasoned
comments/arguments, it seems you chose to respond only to
the more inflammatory posts. If you want a reasonable
discussion, you can ignore the 'kicks' and focus on the
sensible discussion. If you want to discount ML and it's
readers/contributors, then it's probably easier to focus on the
kicks. 

As Lenin said, you faced strong opposition to your view. That
shouldn't be problematic, except where, were you to come
back on at a later date and present a view on something
entirely different, you were verbally 'spat on' because of this
encounter (in other words, where the reception you
encountered was something like : 'not soldz again, that
propagandist!'). I doubt that would happen (I hope it
wouldn't). Lenin and I seriously disagreed a few weeks back,
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but I still have great respect for him. Peter Fainton and I have
had our differences, and yet I still have great respect for him. 

You can choose to turn your back on the basis of a bad
reception (because, basically, people disagree with you), or
you could focus on the real arguments and concerns, and
attempt to answer them. If you did that, no doubt, you'd get
a measure of respect for it, even if you didn't get agreement. 

cheers, 

Derek

 Post a Response

Re: The Stalinist-totalitarian impulse

Posted by dereklane on March 18, 2009, 2:02 pm, in
reply to "Re: The Stalinist-totalitarian impulse"

Hi again, 

You said that you 'doubt that would occur to anyone
here' (on being cruel). Aside from that statement itself
being a two-dimensional summary of multiple people,
which I don't think is a great approach to take for
anyone, it routinely does occur to me (and did in
hindsight, on reading your most recent post). Regular
posters here will know I often make the point that things
could be said more kindly, to encourage more people to
have better, friendly arguments and arrive at possibly
new and better conclusions (the belligerent approach
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often leaves opinions polarised, often for indignant and
pointless reasons). 

So I went back through all the posts in this thread to
see what had been said. With the exception of my own
posts (for whom my perception may be clouded by a
little bias), I can't see too much enmity or overt
nastiness. I found a great deal of cogency, a number of
questions requesting clarification on one or another issue
(only two, I think, relating specifically to your wording),
but, of course, general disagreement with you. 

One or two people took a slightly more antagonistic
view, and even they had serious points which, in my
opinion needed to/need to be addressed. 

But being disagreed with should not be confused with
being 'kicked', or anything worse (accusations of
Stalinism, for example, though whether that's a good or
bad thing I don't know enough history-wise to
comment). Noone likes to say something and then
discover that the crowd don't like your opinions. 

However, if you believe strongly in your opinions, you
won't throw the towel in, but argue the case, with facts,
logic, etc. You're not up against a baying mob here,
Stephen. Read back through the threads and pretend as
you do it that you're not you (ie, try distancing yourself
from the comments as you read them). There's nothing
too nasty in there (at least, not compared to a great
many other forums out there) - just requests/demands
for factual bases for your reasoning. Given what your
conclusions are, that's hardly unexpected, or irrational. 
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cheers, 

Derek

 Post a Response

Re: The Stalinist-totalitarian impulse

Posted by Stephen (longusername) on March 18, 2009, 2:04
pm, in reply to "The Stalinist-totalitarian impulse"

Thanks Stephen S., 

This and your previous post are excellent. You are quite right. 

best, 
Stephen 

 Post a Response

Re: The Stalinist-totalitarian impulse

Posted by lenin on March 18, 2009, 2:05 pm, in reply to "The
Stalinist-totalitarian impulse"

I see. Well, as you now say you won't engage in a dialogue
here, the following is presumably futile. Still, being a partisan
of lost causes, I think I'll give it a try. I would make three
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quick points: 

1) You identify a single “exception” to the rule of “no attempt
at any real dialog”. If I assume that this exception is the
person aside from the Eds whom you responded to directly
earlier in the thread, I would have to conclude that your idea
of “real dialog” is that someone agrees with you before the
“dialog” even begins. Now that, I’m afraid, does recall
Stalinism. I am not trying to be unpleasant, but I think there’s
a vast difference between the sometimes sarcastic and
sometimes overwrought criticisms above, and there being “no
attempt at any real dialog”. I note that both Kebz and
emersberger, for example, tried to engage with you in a
perfectly civilized way. Speaking for myself, I did not try to
impute bad faith to you, insult you, dismiss you, or otherwise
undermine you personally. I could mention others who simply
responded in a peeved way without being especially abusive. 

2) You give the impression that you are the subject of serious
violence and cruelty – this is what several of your choice
metaphors connote. It is the gulag, and the lynch mob,
assailants high-fiving one another as one lays in another
“kick”, and the boot stamping on a human face forever. The
quote from Orwell at the end of your missive is preceded by
this, by the way: "...the thrill of victory, the sensation of
trampling on an enemy who is helpless...". You are drawing on
some extraordinarily powerful imagery here. When I asked you
if you were serious in comparing this message board to a
repression in a civil war state, I expected that you would
rationalise it (“just an example, just a figure of speech” etc),
not that you would multiply the connotations of tyranny,
violence, and sadism several times over. Respectfully, this
says more about your inner state than about what is in this
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thread. There is definitely a case for maintaining a certain
tone and decorum, and the responses making copious use of
the word "pathetic" were not particularly helpful. But after all,
as you note, no one here has any power over you. If one or
two people are unpleasant, you can always advise them – in
language of your own choosing – to buck up their act or you
won’t waste your time engaging with them. There really is no
need for melodrama. 

3) You mention that some people are contacting you
privately, expressing fear of standing up for you on this forum.
I find this decidedly unimpressivr. Think about it: some people
admit that they thought you were being done an injustice,
and said nothing about it here? As if they had anything to lose
from it, as if it wouldn't be possible to rise above any nasty
responses that take place. Speaking personally, Stephen, I
would be ashamed of myself if I behaved like that.

Lenin's Tomb: Where Undead Ideas Fester
www.leninology.blogspot.com

 Post a Response

FYI: There is more discussion of this
thread here...

Posted by Stephen (longusername) on March 18, 2009, 2:36
pm, in reply to "The Stalinist-totalitarian impulse"
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Raoul is one of several over the years who have lost their
posting rights, and who now criticize from abroad, as it were.
His observations are invariably apposite and penetrating. 

Still more have simply been deterred from posting and left of
their own will. 

I myself have long given up expecting to enjoy the freedom to
participate in open and fair debate here. The last straw came
when one of my posts vanished without trace. When I
enquired, the Editors admitted they had deleted it. Their
excuse that "it didn't add anything to the debate" struck me
as disingenuous. Plainly they were preserving the precious
feelings of one of their favoured sons. They could not cite any
board rules which it had violated. Seeing this happen, another
thread contributor abandoned the board for a long time,
though he has since returned. My response was to stay here
and post occasionally but to give up the prospect of serious
debate governed by anything resembling the principles of
logic. 

The Editors also claimed to be concerned that valuable truths
are being lost in excessive feuding. But they were happy to
signal their support for the attack dogs against you in this
thread. This must mean that they alone know what these
valuable truths are in advance. This is contrary to the
principle of freedom of speech. 

There is a view that freedom of speech does not apply here;
rather it applies to the web as a whole. It is preserved as long
as anyone is free to set up their own board, even if within
each board the principle of private ownership prevails. This
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clever argument falls apart upon sustained reflection. It could
be used to obviate criticism of the corporate media so long as
anyone is free to set up their own press. 

Best Wishes, 
Stephen 

 Post a Response

Re: FYI: There is more discussion of
this thread here...

Posted by jjboulas  on March 18, 2009, 3:09 pm, in
reply to "FYI: There is more discussion of this thread
here..."

I have dificulties reconciling S. Soldz reaction with what
has actually been writen here. Clearly, Mr Slodz is a very
inteligent man, but seemingly he has a extremely thin
skin. 

About the censoring of your posts by the eds, I cannot
judge, I was not around. But the way you describe the
facts regarding that incident is at odds with my
preception of the eds. 

JJBoulas 
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 Post a Response

Re: FYI: There is more discussion of
this thread here...

Posted by dereklane on March 18, 2009, 4:46 pm, in
reply to "FYI: There is more discussion of this thread
here..."

Hi Stephen, 

You said: "His observations are invariably apposite and
penetrating. " concerning Raoul, or Daniel Simpson. While
I agree that is often true (he has been a great
supporter, I believe, of the Chagos Islanders, and other
causes which we all broadly agree on), your link doesn't
specifically show that. And on that thread, I think Walter
is right - if there are any entrenched and unhelpful
positions on this issue, they are at the POV board today.

I don't recall when Daniel was banned, but I do recall
when g33kThug was. I can't say I disagreed with the
decision; the board was becoming littered with personal
attacks, and all the vitriole that such creates. In
comparison, in the thread started by Soldz, there was
only one post I found bordering on personal attack,
where Gabriele referred to Soldz' position as 'pathetic'. I
would rather he didn't do that - you can *always* find a
more friendly way of making your point. But the fact is,
his questions *were* pertinent, and Soldz didn't answer
them, or most of the others. 
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There were no 'attack-dogs', but the usual approach
which, as the Eds pointed out, does to some extent
appear as 'groupthink' (except where we differ - see
posts by Miriam, me, Walter, and occasionally you,
among others). Part of that is the natural
homogenisation that occurs within broadly like-minded
groups, part of it is predetermined; we come here
*because* we think more or less alike. 

The same argument used in this direction, however,
might be used to explain (possibly, in the absence of
anything but speculation) Soldz' position. While we hang
around on this board, homogenising our ideas, he is
elsewhere, homogenising his, with people like Pederson,
and others. Nothing wrong with that, of course, right up
to the point where the ideas stop making sense. 

And that is the challenge he was presented with when
he posted on this board. In his own circles, he may have
become convinced that his ideas were sound, and
beyond reproach. Here, people pointed out a few fairly
big inconsistencies, with passion, because the subject is
an overwhelmingly important one, and not to be
dismissed as a triviality from either side of that fence. I
don't see that as a wrong thing to do, particularly with
an educated, intelligent contributor such as Soldz. 

If you start a thread on the forum, I'd be happy to join
you to discuss what post/s was/were censored. I think
I've been censored before, or at least requested (as part
of a group) to desist. I don't see it as the end of the
world. I would like to see some better organisation of the
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messageboard talking place (see post/thread above with
Miriam), but I'm happy enough with how it works.
Nevertheless, it seems that one or more events really
annoyed you, and that might be indicative not of pure
principle, but the possibility that you had something
really worthwhile to say that was promptly deleted. I
would like to hear about it, if you're willing to start a
thread in the forum on it, because, like Raoul, you
usually have something pretty valid to say. 

cheers, 

Derek

 Post a Response

Re: FYI: There is more discussion of
this thread here...

Posted by The Editors on March 18, 2009, 6:06 pm, in
reply to "FYI: There is more discussion of this thread
here..."

It's so easy to make these claims. There's no doubt that
this board has been a very real Achilles' Heel for us
though. When we allowed people to post anti-Semitic
conspiracy theories, David Aaronovitch wrote an article
about it in the Guardian - we weren't Stalinists then, we
were racists. When we stopped the flood of 9/11
theories filling up the place, we became totalitarian hate
figures on the site you mention and others. When we
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stopped a couple of people endlessly hounding us (there
have really only ever been two or three), again, we're
fascists. If this was an activists' meeting in real life in a
hall somewhere, these people would be turfed out on the
first day, simply because they would make any
productive work impossible. After all, two of them have
gone on to set up their own sites pretty much dedicated
to slagging us off. But when we allow this to go on for
months and years, and finally stop it, we're monsters. 

Free speech does not mean accepting anything and
everything no matter how crazed and obsessive. We
very rarely delete posts these days and I can't remember
the last time we banned someone. And hard though it is
to believe, given what you've said, ALL the people you
mention are free to post in the Forum on this very
website, a couple of clicks away. 

Eds 

 Post a Response

Re: FYI: There is more discussion
of this thread here...

Posted by Stephen (longusername) on March 18,
2009, 9:31 pm, in reply to "Re: FYI: There is more
discussion of this thread here..."

Dear Editors, 
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I have asked you repeatedly to ensure that you at
least leave some trace of a deleted post, so that
we can be sure it has not simply vanished into the
machine. 

This is to ask considerably less than that you lay
down guidelines and delete only those posts which
violate them. 

Nevertheless, you have never promised to leave a
trace, still less an explanation in terms of the
guidelines and after repeated requests you have
continued to delete posts without trace. 

These are the facts. 

You are free to change them now by making a
commitment for the future. 

Best Wishes, 
Stephen 

 Post a Response

Re: FYI: There is more
discussion of this thread
here...
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Posted by dereklane on March 19, 2009, 9:31
am, in reply to "Re: FYI: There is more
discussion of this thread here..."

Hi Stephen, 

If you have a look at the deleted thread at
the top of the page (something like, Xinhua,
no thanks), you'll see it's likely the Eds have
taken your advice - there is no post from
RMS, but an explanation as to why it was
removed. 

cheers, 

Derek 

 Post a Response
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