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WELL-BEING: THE NEW THRESHOLD TO THE OLD
MEDICINE

John L. McKnight

Dr. Lewis Thomas, pre-eminent medical author and past president of the renowned
Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center recently noted that "less than 1% of the U.S. population
dies each year and the life expectancy is over 72 years." Thomas says that this is "not at all
a discouraging record once you accept the fact of mortality itself."!” Nonetheless, he notes
an obsessive commitment toward medical technology and a growing demand for "health
care." It is this demand that Thomas calls an "unhealthy obsession.” "The new danger to
our well being," he says, "is in becoming a nation of healthy hypochondriacs, living
gingerly, worrying ourselves half to death.”

Thomas concludes that we should be worrying, but "worrying that our
preoccupation with health may be a symptom of copping out, an excuse to recline on a
couch, sniffing the air for contaminants, spraying for germicides, while just outside the
whole of society is coming undone."

Clearly, we have become obsessed with health and addicted to medicine,

Consider the middle and upper classes. For them, the utility of the tools of modern
medicine has largely disappeared. The radical decline in infectious diseases has left much
of medicine with such residual responsibilities as repairing the injuries of suburbanites
who become battered as a result of their competitions on racquetball courts and highways.

For lower income people, medicine is not only inappropriate, it is iatrogenically
priced. The primary causes of physical malady among the modernized poor is distinctively
environmental and obviously unchangeable with medical tools. There is no medical
prescription to cure poverty, slums, and polluted air, water and food. Nonetheless, this
reality has not effected the allocation of tremendous public wealth for medical ministrations
to the problems of the poor. In New York City, for example, over half of all public and
private program dollars specifically designed to assist poor people are spent on providing
their medical care. Indeed, only one-third of these "poverty" allocations reach the poor in
income, thus assuring their continued poverty while providing the justification for
financing a monumental medical system that has become a monkey on the back of people
without adequate income.

Extending its reach to new jurisdictions, medicine has recently discovered our oldest
citizens. As oldness is medicalized, age is fast becoming a disease and death the
unfortunate consequence of those without the courage to have their flesh replaced with
plastic parts.

Today, modern technological medicine is so peripheral to our health that it is best
understood as a tool in search of a use. Mark Twain said, "If your only tool is a hammer,

1"An Unhealthy Obsession,” Dun's Review, June 1976.
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