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Letters

Deciphering defensiveness

“Defensiveness reaps psychiatric benefits”
(SN: 5/19/90, p.309) is, in my view, potentially
misleading. Many psychologists now believe
that most questionnaire measures of “defen-
siveness” (including the Marlowe-Crowne So-
cial Desirability Inventory used by Richard
Lane and his colleagues) actually measure a
personality dimension of neuroticism or nega-
tive emotionality characterized by traits such
as anxiety, guilt, self-criticality, moodiness,
anger, irritability and feelings of alienation
from others. These traits also happen to be
common symptoms of depression, anxiety
disorders and many substance-abuse disor-
ders —the very syndromes found by Lane and
colleagues to be more frequent among individ-
uals low in “defensiveness.”

According to this alternative explanation,
individuals low in self-reported “defensive-
ness” are accurately reporting symptoms of
neuroticism, whereas individuals high in self-
reported “defensiveness” are accurately re-
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porting the absence of such symptoms. Thus, a
more plausible intepretation of Lane’s results
is that individuals who report that they have
little or no psychopathology on a question-
naire in fact have little or no psychopathology
— a rather different (and far less interesting)
finding than that implied by the title of your
article.
Scott Lilienfeld
Graduate Student, Clinical Psychology
University of Minnesota
Minneapolis, Minn.

Lane found a correlation between a low
defensiveness score (indicating a tendency to
deny unpleasant personal attributes) on a
questionnaire and a history of having been
diagnosed for a psychiatric disorder such as
depression, anxiety or substance abuse. He
interprets this as evidence that defensiveness
protects against psychiatric disorders.

Those who have been diagnosed with de-
pression, anxiety or substance abuse are much
more likely than the general public to have
undergone some form of psychotherapy or
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counseling, which usually involves facing one’s
faults and trying to overcome them. The
results of the study are as likely to reflect this
training as to indicate the value of defensive-
ness.
I wonder if the results would still hold if
those who had undergone some form of coun-
seling had been omitted from the study:.
Steve Premo
Santa Cruz, Calif

Hydrogen hypothesis

In “Interstellar graphite in meteorites” (SN:
5/26/90, p.335), you state, “It remains unclear
... why graphite is much less abundant than
diamond, which should be less stable, in the
same meteorite.” It occurs to me that the
presence of hot, atomic hydrogen during car-
bon deposition might be the cause, since that
tends to etch graphite while stabilizing the

growth surface of diamond.
Nicholas Rosen
Graduate Assistant, Materials Research Lab
Pennsylvania State University
University Park, Pa.
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