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As we go through our professional lives
we collect other people's ideas and
knowledge and they come to form part
of our own intellectual armoury. Indeed
they become so much our own that we

forget their origins. Rereading The Mi-
rage of Health before putting pen to
paper for this article made me recognize
afresh how great a debt I owed that
book for so many ideas, and even small
expressions, that I had come to believe
were my own invention.

In some ways, of course, this makes
the book disappointing to read again. Its
views now seem so unexceptional. I am
left wondering why I had remembered it
as such a revolutionary book. The an¬

swer, of course, is that for me the mo-
ment was right and the message was
new: witness a favourite story of mine
that comes from Edmund Gosse's
charming autobiography Father and
Son. Edmund Gosse's father, Philip,
was a Christian fundamentalist of the
strictest kind, and brought up his son to
be a little saint in the Lord. Whenever
there was any disagreement between
them, the father would suggest that the
two of them should pray together before
the Lord to see what advice He would
give. Always it seemed the Lord agreed
with father. But there came one moment
when Edmund wished very much to
attend a social occasion, about which his
father had serious misgivings. There was
of course only one thing to do.they
must pray to the Lord. Rising from their
knees, father asked "Well, and what is
the answer which Our Lord vouch-
safes?"."The Lord says I can go!"
said Edmund.

In that moment a world view changed
for one young man, as it did for me,
though somewhat less dramatically,
when I read The Mirage of Health.

Perhaps it is not too fanciful to see
traditional medical education as deliver-
ing its message with an uncritical belief
in the rightness of its own view on

things, which has something in common
with the style of Philip Gosse. The view
of medicine and its role in society that
we were invited to internalize as we

passed through the various stages of
medical education in our teaching hospi¬
tals was curiously nai've and self-satis-
fied. The message was not exactly
preached, it was just allowed to sink in.
Scientific medicine had rescued man¬
kind from most of the terrible diseases
and suffering that had afflicted people
in past centuries. It was only a matter of
time, and sufficient resources of course,
before all the ills of mankind would be
banished in the same way.by medical
progress. The nerve centre of this great
operation was the hospital, most par¬
ticularly the teaching hospital, of which
one's own was, in some curious way,
even more worthy than the rest. As well
as a scientific role there was also a caring
role for these great hospital institutions.
To their open arms would come all who
needed help, and the hospital would
provide it. When considering our future
careers it was somehow made evident to
us that to be a consultant in a teaching
hospital was to be in the front of a
medical elite which, in a society soon to
come, would be able to do all things for
all men. We were invited to aspire to
such a post, and if that was not quite
possible then there were always the pro-
vincial hospitals. Finally there was gen¬
eral practice, where those unable to
make the grade would at least be able to
earn a living, even if the work was rather
unimportant.
Sometime during my second clinical

year The Mirage ofHealth came into my
hands. It was a new book then, with
some very new things to say. Its quiet,
well-documented challenge to the tradi¬
tional view of the role of medicine in the
conquest of disease and the pursuit of
health had a profound effect on me.

Being the son of a general practitioner, I
had never totally swallowed the hospital

view of life, but I had begun to feel that
it was only in hospital that really inter¬
esting and important things happened in
medicine. Apart from exploding the
popular myth that it was the triumph of
scientific medicine that had conquered
the plagues of mankind, it offered me an
alternative view of the role of the doctor
in relation both to his patients and to his
society. I saw that there was more than
one way of being a good doctor.

In a chapter entitled 'Aesculapias and
Hygeia', Dubos points to the way that
two very different views of the role of
the doctor have existed since the earliest
history of medicine. On the one hand
doctors can be seen as active interveners
in the process of disease.what might be
called the "for God's sake do some¬

thing" school. In the Greco-Roman
world this activist line was associated
with a school of medicine that took
Aesculapias as their symbolic spiritual
father. But there was also a very influen-
tial alternative view, a view with which
the great name of Hippocrates is associ¬
ated. This alternative school felt that the
most important function of medicine
was to discover and teach the natural
laws which will ensure a healthy mind in
a healthy body. There was much that
medicine could do, but much more that
it could not do. This latter view was

personified by Hygeia, the serene and
benevolent goddess who once watched
over the health of Athens. As Dubos
points out, "In one form or another
these two complementary aspects of
medicine have always existed simulta-
neously in all civilisations." Certainly
both aspects are necessary, but for me
this book redressed a balance that my
medical training had distorted. Perhaps
it only gave me permission to assume a

point of view which was natural to me.
In any event I remember the book as

having altered my way of thinking and
to have set me quite firmly on the path
that was to lead me into general prac¬
tice. The omnipotence of the hospital
gods had been called in question. In the
unlikely event of the Professor of Sur¬
gery suggesting that we should kneel
down and pray to the Lord about my
curious desire to go into general practice
I should, after reading The Mirage of
Health, have been able to say with Ed¬
mund Gosse."The Lord says that I can
go!"

The Mirage of Health by Rene Dubos was

published by Alien and Unwin in 1960.
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