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“I  th ink  i t  true that humanity will 
triumph eventually,” said Goethe 
nearly two centuries ago. “only I fear 
that at the same time the world will 
become a large hospital and each will 
become the other’s humane nurse.” 
Goethe, whose cynical attitude toward 
the Church is well-known, was aiming 
his barbed metaphor at a “Christian 
spirit” that, by elevating weakness to a 
virtue, deprives people of their inner 
resources to fight pain and suffering and 
commits them to a kind of spiritual 
hospitalization. Such confinement, 
however, shields one not just from pain 
and suffering but also fromjoy and good 
health; and its “nurses,” though they 
appear to be humane, a;e in fact diaboli- 
cally cruel. By catering to the worst 
instincts of the individual they make 
him sicker. 

I n  Medical Nemesis Ivan lllich 
charges modern medicine with just such 
sick-making powers. Turning Goethe’s 
metaphor on its head, Illich accuses the 
modern health care system of being a 
“monolithic world religion” presided 
over by priests in  white cloaks mum- 
bling Latin phrases. Its hospitals-glass 
and steel cathedrals offering immonal- 
ity on a sickbed-now fill the skies a11 
over the world, while biomedical ma- 
chinery, a more pernicious version of 
Goethe’s humane nurse, keeps watch 
over our bodies from the first movement 
of the fetus inside the womb to the last 
sign of brain wave activity. The 
world-more literally than Goethe 
could have imagined-has become a 
hospital; humanity, a patient; and life, a 
statistically computed “span.” 

Though their targets are different, 
Goethe and Illich are talking about the 
same thing: a withering of the human 
spirit under institutional encroachment. 
Like Illich’s previous books on educa- 
tion (Deschooling Society, 1971). ur- 
banization (Tools for Conviviality. 
1973). and other writings, Medical 
Nemesis is a highly polemical work 
directed against a bureaucracy that no 

longer serves the functions i t  was 
created for. More than in his previous 
books, however, he plunges into the 
complexities of the human condition, 
probing our experiences of pain, suffer- 
ing, and death as they have been shaped 
by modem medicine. lllich is part poet, 
part polemicist, and it is part of the 
beauty and chaos of this book that he 
allows these often mutually antagonistic 
elements to coexist in i t .  The result is a 
work not wholly at peace with itself but 
which nonetheless accomplishes its 
purpose well: It prompts us toward a 
reexamination of both institutional 
medicine and the way we care for our- 
selves. 

Medical Nemesis is organized around 
the concept of iatrogenesis, the process 
by which doctors inflict damage on their 
patients. As he does with many other 
words, Illich plays with the con- 
ventional meaning of iatrogenesis and 
extends i t  to include not just the clinical 
damage caused by individual physicians 
but the social and cultural damage 
caused by the entire medical complex. 

Basic to an understanding of iat- 
rogenesis is a debunking of the myth 
that modem medicine, operating as an 
independent, technological force, has 
dramatically decreased the incidence 
and mortality of disease. In  fact, says 
Illich, there is evidence that doctors 
during the last century “have affected 
epidemics no more profoundly than did 
priests in earlier times.” So-called 
progress in health care-a reference to 
the shift from infectious diseases like 
tuberculosis and syphilis to degenera- 
tive diseases like cancer and heart dis- 
ease as the major disease burden of 
society-have been due mainly to en- 
vironmental changes, including diet, 
clean water, sanitation, better housing, 
and education. Many of the major dis- 
eases of the nineteenth century began 
declining before antibiotics and im- 
munizations were even discovered, 
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much less used widely. As for the in- 
creased life expectancy of people nowa- 
days, this has been an increased average 
life expectancy due mainly to decreased 
infant mortality; adults live about as 
long as  they always did. The point here 
is not so much whether medicine has 
made “progress” i n  understanding the 
nature of disease processes, hut the 
irrelevance of such progress in reducing 
society’s  overa l l  d i sease  burden .  
Cancer and heart disease, for example, 
have shown themselves to be products 
of our modem industrial society. little 
affected by medicine’s ministrations. 
Modern medicine should neither be 
given credit for “conquering” those 
diseases that receded with the growth of 
industrial society nor blamed for failing 
to wipe out the new ones that have taken 
their place. 

That modem medicine is given credit 
for things i t  did not do,  as  well as 
invested with expectations i t  cannot ful- 
f i l l ,  is testament to the ritual role i t  plays 
i n  society. Such a role has grown com- 
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mensurately with the expansion of 
medicine as  an industrial enterprise; 
with the mechanization of medicine has 
occurred a simultaneous mystification 
of its aims and functions. Illich high- 
lights this nontechnical, religious as- 
pect of medicine, but at thz same time 
dis t inguishes  sharply between the 
“religion” of modem medicine and 
those of traditional societies. Tradi- 
tional religions were self-limiting; by 
holding out the prospect of a life after 
death they not only gave vent to human 
strivings for immortality but provided a 
cultural framework in which pain, suf- 
fering, and disease could be dealt with 
in a practical, dignified way, often with 
the aid of home remedies  In so doing, 
traditional religion fostered a realistic 
acceptance of suffering as  well as au- 
tonomy in the face of disease. Today, 
however. medicine’s engineering con- 
cept of health has undermined the cul- 
tural supports vital to such a balanced 
response to disease. Medicine’s allout 
war against disease leaves no room for 
reconciliation to death and suffering and 
fostersa hubris that is without parallel in 
other religions. 

Illich divides the damage that such 
hubr i s  h a s  wrought  in to  three 
categories. First is clinical iatrogenesis, 
o r  the deaths and illnesses caused by 
unnecessary surgery, overprescription 
of drugs. and other systematic abuses of 
an institution that tries to make people’s 
bodies conform to a mechanical model 
of health. Second is social iatrogenesis. 
or the tendency of medicine by its 
preoccupation with unrealistic “cures” 
to paralyze social and environmental 
responses to disease, preserving the un- 
healthy life-styles of people in a sick 
environment. Third is cultural iat- 
rogenesis, o r  medicine’s ability to numb 
people’s emotional responses to dis- 
ease, draining them of their resources to 
deal with their weakness in a personal 
and autonomous way and tuming them 
“into unfeeling spectators of their own, 
decaying selves.’’ 

All three kinds of iatrogenesis are 
different forms of the punishment. or 
nemesis, that we have incurred from our 
overweening pride and hubris. Ironi- 
cally, nemesis has deprived us of the 
very sense of autonomy in the face of 
disease that motivated our dreams of 
reason. By surrendering ourselves to the 
mad fantasies of our medical empire, we 

1 

have lost that which is vital to our good 
health: the emotional and technical 
capabilities for self-care. This loss, like 
the growth of the medical industry ( i t  is 
now the second largest, after defense, in 
the U.S.), is  self-perpetuating. As 
medicine becomes progressively more 
mechanized and mystified, so too does 
our inner scarcity grow. The result is 
institutional addiction; a wedding of our 
health needs to destructive techniques 
we cannot live without. 

What can be done? According to 111- 
ich, most solutions to the present-day 
crisis in health care so far advanced are 
self-defeating. Most would attempt to 
“reform” medicine without changing 
its fundamentally diseased character 
and would therefore d o  more harm than 
good. Thus, attempts to improve the 
efficiency of medicine as an industrial 
enterprise will only increase the dis- 
abling impact i t  has on people, while 
efforts to institute broad-reaching pro- 
grams of prevention and public health 
will only extend to other sectors of 
society the sick-making powers of the 
medical bureaucracy. Reform, Illich 
argues, is not the answer to a malignant 
process that long ago ceased to obey the 
normal health-control mechanisms of 
the body of health-consumers. The pro- 
cess must be halted completely. Only by 
#limiting the growth of health care as an 
industry can people be given back the 
control over their bodies that is vital to 
their good health; ohly by deprofes- 
sionalizing medicine and demedicaliz- 
ing society can the resources of people 
to heal themselves be restored. 

It is not Illich’s purpose in all this to 
spell out the details of how political 
controls limiting the growth of the med- 
ical industry might be applied, but 
rather to establish the necessity for 
them. lllich asserts that the “skills 
needed for the application of the most 
generally used diagnostic and therapeu- 
tic aids are so elementary that the care- 
ful following of instructions by people 
who are personally concerned would 
probably guarantee more effective and 
responsible use than medical practice 
ever could.” But beyond this statement 
and a few others like i t ,  Illich does not 
base his case on any demonstration of 
the practical effectiveness of self-care 
in modem times. Rather, he is con- 
cerned with changing our view of dis- 
ease as  a whole, with humanizing our  



perspective of what constitutes good 
health. Only by doing this, Illich be- 
lieves, can the correct political solu- 
tions be found. As he says, "Better 
health care will depend ... on the recog- 
nition of our present delusions." 

This statement is only partly true. Our 
delusions about health care need not 
only to be recognized but placed in a 
coherent cultural perspective, and Med- 
ical Nemesis does not succeed in doing 
this very well. Illich makes far too much 
of the distinction between the "self- 
limiting" nature of traditional religions 
and the "unbounded arrogance" of 
modem medicine. Both serve similar 
functions in their mystification of the 
causes of disease; as Phillippe Aries 
(whom lllich cites) and others have 
shown us, modem medicine's attitudes 
toward pain, suffering, and death derive 
ultimately from our Christian heritage, 
and i t  is from the perspective of this 
heritage that our present-day attachment 
to institutional medicine must be under- 
stood. There is an historical as well as 
existential link between the "withering 
of the human spirit'' that Goethe was 
talking about and that which has oc- 
curred under modem institutional care. 
To say, as Illich does, that "political 
limits" must take the place of 
"mythological boundaries," or to 
imply that people's need for "super- 
natural explanations" will somehow 
disappear with the recovery of the abil- 
ity for self-care, is not enough. We must 
know from what facets of our cultural 
past people are to regain the emotional 
resources necessary for self-care and 
autonomy. 

Though not succeeding in putting 
"our present delusions" about health 
care into a perspective for the future, 
lllich does succeed in providing a co- 
gent analysis of them: though not giving 
us all the answers. he does raise most of 
the right questions. This achievement is 
considerable. Illich, by questioning our 
most basic assumptions about health 
care, rescues debate on the issue from 
its preoccupation with technical con- 
cerns and places i t  back on the level of 
the emotional as well as physical needs 
of the individual. Good health. Medical 
Nemesis reminds us, is a matter not just 
of warding off disease but of embracing 
life. Any health care system that drains 
us of our resources to do th is  can only 
be, as Illich says, sickening. 
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Your shelf-stock liberal cannot praise a 
report by the Hudson Institute without 
damaging his credentials, at least 
among most liberals. Well, so be it: This 
is a good book. 

Kahn, Brown, and Martel posit a 
stabilized world two hundred years 
hence of some 15 billion people enjoy- 
ing a gross world product (GWP) of 
$300 trillion, or$20,000percapita. The 
GWP will not be distributed absolutely 
equally, but everyone will be a lot better 
off. There will be sufficient com- 
modities and amenities for all, and only 
relative poverty will remain. That is, the 
rich will be richer, but so will the poor. 

The engine for getting us there will be 

More of the Same: economic growth, 
technological development, and indus- 
trialization. There will be enough food, 
energy, and materials to achieve these 
levels of population and production, 
and to do it fairly easily at that. Indeed. 
the authors see the reason for stabiliza- 
tion as inadequate demand, not in- 
adequate supplies. They deal neatly 
with the apocalyptic orthodoxies: popu- 
lation will stabilize when (not becauk) 
the global community makes its demo- 
graphic transition; food and natural re- 
sources will be available through ex- 
tended (not necessarily expanded) 
technology and recycling; and pollution 
will not kill us because we have decided 


