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This book consists of essays by social
scientists, physicians, philosophers and
nurses, most previously published and a
minority specially written, discussing
the social and philosophical back-
grounds of ideas about health and dis-
ease, together with a section containing
papers by physicians and pathologists of
the past, from Sydenham and Morgagni
onwards, illustrating the development
of medical ideas about diseases.
Many of the contributors discuss the

proper scope of 'biomedicine'. This
term is presumably intended, in this
context, to refer to the activities of the
medical profession, or possibly of those
in medical and allied professions who
seek to apply scientific knowledge to the
alleviation ofhuman affliction. But doc-
tors, like other groups, vary in their
inclinations; some have the urge to
spread their area of action as widely as

possible, while others are happier to
operate within a more restricted field
and shun more extended responsibility.
Those of the first sort are likely to be
commended for their holistic approach
to individual patients but may be con-

demned for trying to control society.
Those of the second sort are likely to be
condemned for failing to assume

responsibility for 'the whole man', but
are rarely commended for their more
modest aims.

There are frequent references to 'the
medical model'. But only those think-
ing in abstractions and ignorant of, or

choosing to ignore, the complexities of
nosology could suggest that there is any

generally accepted conceptual system
that can be recognised as a unified med-
ical model. It is true that an essentialist
idea of diseases as causes of illness is
common in colloquial discourse, and
one contributor suggests that this simp-
listic view is held by some philosophers;
but analysis of the usages of names of
diseases in medical discourse shows that
they have several different sorts of factual
implication, and none compatible with
this idea. The characteristic specifying
the group of patients upon the study of
whom the description of a disease is
based (for brevity, its defining charac-
teristic) may be derived from various
fields of study, ranging from clinical
description or syndrome, through
specified disorders of structure or of
function, to causation. As knowledge
advances, defining characteristics tend
to be changed progressively through
these fields; the currently most useful
characteristic can be selected without
implying commitment to any universal
theory of disease. This methodologi-
cally nominalist analysis, making mani-
fest the logical complexity of the
medical concept 'a disease', is relevant
to many of the problems discussed in
this book; for instance, the social and
legal implications of psychiatric diag-
nosis, and the relation of psychiatry to
the rest of medicine. Interestingly,
some contributors include psychiatry
in, others exclude it from, 'the medical
model'.
The preface states that this book is

intended as 'an introduction to the
already substantial literature focussed
on the analysis of health and disease'.
Those introduced to this subject for the
first time by reading it are likely to be
left in doubt and confusion, while those
with preconceived ideas are certain to
find something to support their views.
This is not surprising, since the literature
itself presents a variety of sometimes
opposed viewpoints. In my view, the
confusion is in great part due to failure
to distinguish between essentialist and

nominalist definitions. Essentialist
definitions which seek to express intui-
tions about the nature of the definien-
dum have no place in science, in which
all definitions are methodologically
nominalist, consisting of statements
about the way in which words or other
symbols used in scientific discourse are
to be related to observable phenomena.
Many years ago, Popper pointed out
this distinction, and observed that
'methodological nominalism is
generally accepted in the natural sci-
ences. The problems of the social sci-
ences, on the other hand, are still for the
most part treated by essentialist
methods'. This book provides evidence
that after forty years this observation
remains apposite.
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Professor Sumner has produced an
excellent and extremely thorough
examination of the various moral issues
and questions of public policy con-
nected with abortion. He expresses the
hope that at least the first four chapters
ofhis book will present few problems to
the reader who is not a specialist in
philosophy. Certainly, there is a
refreshing absence of technical jargon.
On the other hand, the style is
thoroughly philosophical throughout
and requires careful and precise read-
ing. Still, if it proves to be a somewhat
strenuous read for the non-philosopher,
it will also be a most rewarding one. The
several arguments are set out with
admirable lucidity, and are subjected to
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