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hasattempted, ratherunsuccessfully, to us etechnological methods
to reduce population growth, while Africa does nothing; but
both in India and in Africa the peasant sees his wealth among
his children, who will support him in his later years-and in
Africa at least some people are saying "you, from Europe,
multiplied and colonized half the world: what right have you to
tell us to limit the births of our African children ?" If we take
Illich's advice, and limit interference with nature to that which
can be devised and organized by any local community, then we
can avoid this proliferation of peasants-which might be to
the material advantage of the developed countries, but would
certainly not increase their moral confidence. Thus the revolu-
tionary utopianist completes his revolution by riveting evermore
firmly the shackles of ignorance, of disease, and of starvation
from which the third world is trying to escape.
But unquestionably two things are important: the alienation

of the industrial worker from his work, which Illich seeks to
remedy by a return to small-scale production; and the many
patients who complain of what is usually termed "anxiety"-
"ill-health (2)" often masquerading as "ill-health (1)." This is
probably dependent on the worker's alienation from his work,
and on his wife's dependence on her peers and on the press and
television for values. Unlike her village sisters, most of the trials
and dangers of life are screened from her and she encounters
their spectres only rarely and is thus unaccustomed and unready
to deal with them. She no longer understands the meaning of
"Deo volente" or of "Inshallah," for no longer does God-
or the gods, or a spirit, or providence-live just inside the church,
or over the wall in the next compound or in the woods.

Medically, in Britain at least, there is developing a conflict
between common sense and the ethical system we have absorbed,
and to my mind the ethical system needs to be revalued. I
regard as immoral, for example, the painstaking treatment of a
normally lethal uncommon genetically-determined disease with
the aim of maintaining "health (1)" and normal philoprogenitive-
ness, thus doubling the dysgenic load; the operative treatment
of the more serious meningomyelocoeles; the provision of
dozens of different, active drugs to muddled old men with
hypertension and diabetes; and the proliferation of attempts to
transplant unpaired organs-and I see no good reason why more
should be spent on geriatric patients than is needed to keep
them comfortable. We have certainly reached a stage of diminish-
ing returns. Time will tell whether we have reached the limits
of effective medicine, whether this is merely a halt in develop-
ment, or a time to change our aims.

Medical Nemesis is an interesting reaction to the attempted
conversion of the values of South American villagers to those
of North America. The analysis of the effects of large-scale
industry is worthy of careful and further study, provided one
remembers that the author is not merely a romantic in the style
of Rousseau and Chesterton, but also an enthusiast-that is,
filled with the belief or conceit of private revelation, (Dictionary,
A. J. Cooley, W. & R. Chambers, 1861). His ideas on medicine
have only limited application in Africa, for at least in Nigeria
the medical curriculum is being modified in order to encourage
doctors to work as part of a "health team," which is intended to
provide services which Illich might even approve.
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Indictment of Medical Care
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Medical Nemesis by Ivan Illich is the work of a man who has
tried radically to think out what is wrong with the world today.
Inevitably sparks fly off such thinking and a few of them find
tinder which they can set alight. But the book is an eccentric

catherine wheel whose gyrations are hard to follow. With some
hard work and the stripping away of irrelevancy and dogma it
does seem possible to discern a central theme. Such, however,
is the obscurity of much of the language, the imagery, the re-
course to mythology, iconography, and selective history that
one's interpretation of what the author means could very easily
be wrong. But perhaps Illich might claim to be a stimulator of
thought rather than a persuader. He values the individual above
the institutions which oppress him and so would expect variable
responses to his ideas.

According to Illich, the villain is industrialization, which
makes Everyman think that he is a god without limitations on
his actions. In former times such limitation was imposed by
traditional myths and the holding of some things sacred. It
was these myths which kept Everyman human and stopped him
presumptuously aspiring to be a god. Now some limits must be
imposed by political action, and a feeling of sacredness must be
restored. His solution to the problem of industrialization is a
return to the autonomy of the individual and so to personal
responsibility for one's actions, though taking proper account
of the aspirations and needs of one's neighbours in society.
The organization ofmedicine today is, says Illich, a major prop

of industrialization. Therefore if industrialization needs limits
on progress and even some retrogression, then so does medical-
ization, which is the term he uses for the structure of medicine
and he often refers to it as sickening. Though he mentions
aspects of medicine in many parts of the world, it seems likely,
from the context, that it is North American medicine which he
is mainly criticizing.
The effectiveness of doctors is an illusion. Deaths from tuber-

culosis, diphtheria, and many other diseases were declining
before the advent of specific therapy. Intervention in chronic
diseases is largely useless. Moreover, by their treatments with
powerful drugs and surgery, doctors inflict disease on their
patients. But the worst effect of medicine is that it removes
responsibility from the individual, deprives him of his autonomy,
and thrusts a patient or sickness role upon him, so bolstering
up the morbid society based on industrialization. Industrialized
society forces the person to be a consumer rather than a doer.
Patients consume medicine and increase their expectations of
the doctors, who try to meet these demands. Political groups
only foster these expectations, and their responses to industrial-
ization and to medicalization have so far been futile. Public
policy has failed to control "the internal organization of the
medical profession" which "has equally health-denying effects."
This organization is hierarchical and helps the greedy. It
generates more and more specialties.

Demedicalizing Society

The answer, according to Illich, lies in de-industrializing and
demedicalizing society by returning health care to the individual,
his family, and local society. Medical nemesis "is the expropria-
tion of man's coping ability by a maintenance service which
keeps him geared up at the service of the industrial system."
"Increasing and irreparable damage accompanies present indus-
trial expansion in all sectors. In medicine these damages appear
as iatrogenesis. Iatrogenesis is clinical when pain, sickness and
death result from medical care; it is social when health policies
reinforce an industrial organization which generates ill-health;
it is structural when medically sponsored behaviour and delusions
restrict the vital autonomy of people by undermining their
competence in growing up, caring for each other and ageing,
or when medical intervention disables personal responses to pain,
disability, impairment, anguish and death." Hygiene should
be a virtue and a personal task "in large part the result of self-
awareness, self-discipline and inner resources by which each
person regulates his own daily rhythm, actions, his diet and his
sex." The knowledge of these "are all learned through example
from peers and elders." "That society which can reduce pro-
fessional intervention to the minimum will provide the best
conditions for health."
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There is nothing really new to be found here. There have

been many indictments of the industrialized and consumer

society. There have been many appeals for the individual to use

the ennobling experiences of pain, sickness, death, impairment,
and anguish in the Christian tradition. It is no surprise to find
the fly-leaf saying that Illich studied theology and philosophy
at the Gregorian University in Rome, was an assistant pastor in
New York, and was vice-rector of the Catholic University of
Puerto Rico. None of us can step outside the cultural traditions
in which we have been reared and educated, and Illich is no

exception. There have been many calls too to return to nature,
as with Rousseau's idea of the "noble savage," as though there
had been some golden age from which Man has retreated, and
this hypothesis is only a reiteration of the fall from grace. And
there have always been those who resent the doctors and their
exclusiveness, and others who wish for all to be more personally

responsible for their actions.
And yet the doubts remain. Despite the sermon, the frenetic

dartings hither and thither, and the polemics, does the book
hold a serious germ of truth which ought to be heeded? Many
of the criticisms of medicine are at least partly true. But it is
not the medical profession of recent years which has laid claims
to prolonging life, nor has it denied the vast importance of the
environment in controlling and limiting disease. And what is
medical? Illich seems to equate medicine with hospitals and
institutional care, but we know that 90% of medical care in the
accepted sense is carried on outside institutions, so that most
medicine is already a personal matter for the patient, aided by
his own doctor and family. "No man is an island . . ."-Illich
wants him to be. Man has always lived in groups within which
there has been division of labour. Among those divisions must

be medical care in any society above the really primitive. Each
of us at some time needs help and succour from others. And
many would reject the thesis that pain, sickness, and death are

to be welcomed, and their voices should have attention too.

Doctors are very well aware of their limitations, for none can

know more surely that the mortality of life is 100%. And they
know too how relatively little relief they can often bring and are

disappointed that their best efforts do not restore the patient
to health.

What is Health?

This raises the question of what health is. It is not answered
by Illich, nor indeed by many others who use the word freely.
And yet it is fundamental to a real understanding of what
medical expectations should be. It is not that bounding health
and vitality and vigour which is enshrined in the thought that
health is a complete state of mental and physical wellbeing.
Few of us feel like that for any length of time. It is unfortunate
that too many doctors and their patients have come to believe
that this is the norm, when in reality it is perfection. The search
for this mythical kind of health is what leads to the demand for
a medical treatment for every kind of discomfort. Manifestly
this is not achievable, nor should it be striven for. It is here that
there ought perhaps to be more personal responsibility and
the recognition that some ailments and diseases just have to be
borne, and that particular pathological processes cannot be
reversed or extirpated. A better definition of health might be the
optimal adjustment of each individual to his environment, which
must include the internal, external, and psychosocial environ-
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ments. This at least is dynamic in recognizing that people and

environments are in flux, and it recognizes that not all of us can

attain to a perfect degree of health. Moreover, it shows the right-

ful place of medicine in its concern with the whole man and the

places where he lives, works, and has his being. In this Illich is

far too restrictive in his understanding of what modern medicine

is about. He h-as little comprehension of general practice, of

community medicine, of epidemiology, of public health, and

of the social services which are interwoven with the fabric of

medical care.

Technological medicine of high order, with its batteries of

machines, now has to be restricted. There is simply not enough

money to make it feasible for all those who might benefit from

its use. This is being recognized by doctors, while governments

give it tacit recognition by refusing funds to medical care above

certain levels. But there is no body which will say this openly

and decide that there are some lives which deserve to be made

more tolerable and even prolonged, and yet others which should

just be made as comfortable as possible, allowing nature to take

its course. High technology medicine is nevertheless now being

rationed, and probably always will be because of its cost. Illich's

response to this is too extreme in trying to return care entirely to

the individual and the local society in which he lives. And surely

the family doctor is part of that local society and should be as

available as others to those who need medical care.

Neither Illich's simplistic medicine nor increasing high-cost
technological medicine will solve the problems of medical care

for any large populations. There has to be a middle of the spec-

trum as well as the extreme ends, but the mixing of the ends and
the middle should at least be carefully considered and more so

than it has been. In fact, the mixture must inevitably vary from
place to place according to resources and talent. The decisions
about the mixture must still largely remain with the doctors
even though neither Illich nor politicians like it. The reason is
that the statements about medicine made by amateurs such as

Illich demonstrate only how little they understand, and this is
obvious on nearly every page of Medical Nemesis. They do not

understand what medicine is, nor what it can achieve, nor what
its claims are. The medical profession is at least as self-critical
as any other body of people, and probably more so than most.

Nothing said by Illich has not already been said by some doctor.
There must be dialogue between laity and the profession, but in
any sphere it is likely that the professional will know more about
the subject than the amateur, though there are obvious excep-

tions. So the public and profession must decide what they want

from medicine and how much they will pay for it. Then the
professionals can tell them what they can in fact have for the
money.

Because medicine is a liberal profession it will ponder and
weigh Illich's thoughts, but there will be little to disturb its
previous thinking. For there are already more radical thinkers
within the ranks of medicine than Illich, and they have more

understanding of the biology of Man. Neither organic nor cul-
tural evolution can retrace its steps, and this is what Illich offers
as a solution. His criticisms are trenchant, sometimes fair and
often wide of the mark, but his solution is now not possible if
it ever was.
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