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Letters

Weighing in on profit motive

Richard Averett refers to “our profit-dri-
ven medical industry” (Letters, SN: 5/6/95,
p.-282). Thanks for providing my one good
laugh (or was it snort?) of the day.

Could he be thinking that the alternative
medicine and health food industries are not
profit-driven?

Hal Hellman
Leonia, N.J.

Vitamin E seesaw

Nothing in “Vitamin E: A cancer warning”
(SN: 4/29/95, p.271) even remotely supports
the statement that vitamin E may “preferen-
tially protect [a latent cancer]—even aid its
spread.”

The finding that breast cancer patients with
aggressive tumors have higher vitamin E and
lower free radical by-products is very pro-
voking and may, as Gerber suggests, reflect
“an adaptive response of the cancer cells.”
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But how on earth could anyone leap from
this to stating that taking antioxidant supple-
ments “might facilitate this advantage”? Had
any of the 750 women in the studies taken
supplemental vitamin E?

Glorious food for future cancer research,
maybe, but vitamin E “aid[s] its spread”??
C’mon.

To make these statements is to reinforce
the illusion that science only exists to jerk us
around. The week before, you told readers
that not only physicians, but 100 percent of
scientists at a conference are taking antiox-
idants themselves (“Power foods,” SN:
4/22/95, p.248).

Elaine P. Gordon
Norfolk, Va.

To help understand their findings, Gerber says,
her research team reviewed the scientific liter-
ature. They turned up a report by Lars-Eric
Holm of the Karolinska Hospital in Stockholm
and his coworkers, who found that among
breast cancer patients, treatment failures were
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higher for women taking vitamin E supple-
ments than for women not taking them—and
the failure rate increased with dose. A second
study showed that fish oil retards the growth of
tumors in nude mice, a benefit that disap-
peared when the researchers gave the animals
antioxidant vitamins.

Gerber'’s team then conducted its own exper-
iments in animals that had received breast
cancer transplants. Among mice administered
vitamin E, she told SCIENCE NEws, ‘the more
we gave them, the bigger their tumors grew.”

Gerber assumed that since vitamin E sup-
plementation is rare in France in general, it
was also unusual among the women studied.

Taken together with Gerber’s new human
data, concludes Victor Herbert, director of nutri-
tion at Mt. Sinai School of Medicine and a chair-
man of the panel at which she presented her
findings, “[Gerber’s team] showed that the vita-
min E... promoted cancer growth and spread.”

As for the discrepancy between the findings
reported in the two articles, it is, as you say,
“food for future cancer research.” — J. Raloff
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