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Do you ever feel vaguely uncomfortable about 
the dominance of biomedicine in our health 
system? Do you have a creeping anxiety 
about the ways in which we are incentivised 
to focus on diseases rather than people 
and are you concerned that biomedicine is 
creating public expectations and economic 
demands that are undeliverable? I suspect 
that many of us have these concerns, 
although we rarely surface them and even 
less frequently feel able to do anything 
about them. Biomedicine is powerful and 
persuasive, so much so that not only doctors 
but also many patients, policy makers, and 
system leaders act as if it is the only model 
on which to base health care. 

If you share these nagging concerns then 
Remodelling Medicine is for you. And if you 
don’t then perhaps it is even more important 
that you read the book. The author, Jeremy 
Swayne, trained as a basic scientist and has 
worked as a GP, a teacher, a homoeopathist, 
and a church minister — a good pedigree 
to challenge medicine from both within 
and without. In an informative, passionate, 
and provocative way, Swayne takes us on 
his personal and professional journey, his 
battles with values, ideas, and paradigms. 
It is an aspirational book and a brave one.

Swayne describes how the preoccupation 
with the scientific method which underpins 
the practice of biomedicine has led to what 
he calls ‘a state of paradigm paralysis’. 
He talks much about the hubris of 
biomedically-oriented doctors and the need 
to exhibit greater humility if we are to be 
more effective in helping our patients. He 

suggests that we will only rediscover the 
healing vocation of medicine, we will only 
be successful in integrating science with 
caring, if we re-engage with other ways of 
thinking and knowing. He draws heavily on 
his expertise in the field of complementary 
and alternative medicine to illustrate what 
these other ways of acquiring knowledge 
could look like. 

The book has a meandering style. The 
prose is sometimes repetitive, and frequent 
cross-referencing within the text can 
be distracting. But in many ways these 
criticisms reflect the joy of the book; the 
narrative mirrors Swayne’s journey and a 
rigorous edit may remove the soul of the 
story.

The author seems to me to adopt a rather 
narrow and stereotypical view of what 
science is about. He seems to conflate the 
design and intent of the scientific method, as 
a rigorous and systematic way of generating 
knowledge, with its application in practice. 
The latter, like all practice, is often imperfect 
and occasionally flawed. He confuses 
scepticism, one of the basic tenets of the 
scientific method, with dogmatism. Well-
trained scientists reject ideology, work with 
ambiguity, and are sensitive to the strengths 
and flaws of the epistemologies underpinning 
their methods. Their challenges are not that 
different from those of grounded clinical 
practitioners.

But the more significant problem for me 
with Remodelling Medicine is that it isn’t 
clear who the book is meant to influence. 
If it is a manifesto, and it reads like one, 
then presumably the author has political 
intent. Is he trying to bolster the views 
of those who are already persuaded by 
the arguments, persuade those who are 
receptive to thinking differently, or convert 
the sceptics? 

The latter is where a difference could 
really be made but the use of phrases like 
‘psychic energy’ and ‘doctrine abuse’ are 
unlikely to engage those who hold power 
in the current system, the people who need 
to be persuaded if we are to challenge 
the dominance of biomedicine. The book 
is highly stimulating but I am not confident 
that it will change the world. 
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Mountains of the Moon is the debut novel 
of IJ Kay and is a wonderful survivor’s 
story. As a means to understanding the life 
not lived — surely a test of great writing 
— I would put this novel up there with 
James Kelman’s How Late it Was, How 
Late. That novel caused enormous upset 
among the UK’s literary ‘elite’ when it won 
the Man Booker Prize in 1994. ‘Frankly, 
its crap’, moaned Julia Neuberger as she 
resigned from the panel when Kelman won, 
presumably protesting that stark insights 
into the lives of this country’s provincial 
underclass are not suitable reading matter 
for North London’s book clubs. Well, in 
Mountains of the Moon, IJ Kay has captured 
what it is to be a young woman dragged 
up by hopeless parents and well-meaning 
social services in modern Britain. She has 
managed it imaginatively, lyrically, and 
a good bit less profanely than her great 
predecessor.

IJ Kay is, like her novel, something of 
an enigma, choosing to live and write on 
a canal boat navigating the waterways of 
England. The narrative of her surprising 
and exhilarating debut novel certainly does 
not flow in a stately fashion like one of 
the author’s beloved English waterways. 
Indeed reading it was more akin to a ramble 
through Hampton Court maze; the first-
person narrative bounding back and forth 
through the present and past life of our 
variously (six at my count) named heroine. 
This is not an easy book to read. Ultimately, 
however, piecing the story together from 
the various alleys down which we have been 
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