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	Learning objective: To explain the concept of medicalisation and the role of the medical model in the enforcing of social norms.

	Keywords: Scientific, Discipline, Norms
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Medicalisation is a process in which problems and experiences that have previously been explained in religious, moral, or social terms become defined as the subject of scientific medical knowledge. The concept questions the assumption that physical conditions in themselves constitute illness. It argues that the classification and identification of diseases is socially constructed and, along with the rest of science, is far from achieving the ideals of objectivity and disinterestedness. Instead medicine is seen as being imbued with the value laden and subjective assumptions of the society in which it developed.

During the evolution of modern Western societies, since the Middle Ages, science replaced religion as the generally accepted source of authoritative knowledge. Political, economic and social systems increasingly became legitimated, not by recourse to the will of God, but through their grounding in a rational analysis of the need for social control and the concept of progress. At the same time power became increasingly centralised and bureaucratic.

The profession of modern biomedicine emerged from this social and scientific upheaval. With its roots in the Cartesian mechanistic view of the body, biomedicine has a bias towards the assumption that disorders are of organic origin. The French historian and philosopher, Michel Foucault, saw the impersonal 'clinical gaze' of scientific medicine as having developed as taboos against the dissection of cadavers were lifted. It was strengthened by the introduction of technologies, from the stethoscope to the ultrasound, that permitted practitioners to obtain a privileged view into the bodies of their patients. 

The social power ascribed to the holder of medical knowledge is manifold. A doctor's signature can legitimise an absence from work or sanction the incarceration of an individual deemed to be a danger to themselves or others. However Foucault also identified a more subtle way in which medical discourse influences social control. The language of public health campaigns, for instance, is directly formulated to influence how individuals experience embodiment.

Take some time to think how your own behaviour or your feelings about your behaviour has been affected by this discourse.

Self-discipline and the regulation of the body are mainstream social values and carry moral weight. It is assumed that the rational mind should, in a well-ordered individual, maintain control of a potentially wayward body, keeping it within the bounds of a scientifically definable norm. Such assumptions can leave the disabled, the sick, the old and the obese marginalised and set standards of 'normality' beyond the reach of the majority of people.

A contemporary example of the difficulty in defining normal self-discipline might be illustrated by the debate over Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHA). The National Institute of Health in their 1998 Consensus Statement estimated that between 3% and 5% of school children suffer from this recently identified disorder. Some people have argued that it is not abnormal for this proportion of children to find school boring and that disruptive behaviour is a symptom of a poorly adapted education system rather than of sick individuals in need of psychotropic drug therapy.

Talcott Parson posited the idea of the 'sick role' as a form of sanctioned deviance. This might prompt the question 'deviation from what?' Dominant social norms reflect particular gender, class and ethnic power relations. This may work to make some groups more likely to be judged sick and others bad. A study published in the British Journal of Psychiatry entitled Are British Psychiatrists Racist? found that thinking in racial stereotypes did lead psychiatrists to judge black patients as tending to be suited to criminal proceedings rather than medical care. They were seen as more potentially violent and less suitable for drug therapy. (Lewis, Croft-Jefereys and David: 1990)

The medicalisation of reproduction has been seen by some feminists as enforcing patriarchal control over women's sexuality. It has been argued that, in Western society, women are seen as representing irrational and untamed nature and are therefore particularly problematic within the model of rational biomedicine. The stereotype of the hysterical spinster and the confinement of unmarried mothers in mental hospitals are seen as examples of medicalising women who refuse to conform to sexual norms. Debates about the rights of unmarried women to IVF treatment also raise issues of the access to medicine in relation to social control.

From birth to death in the West our relationship with our own bodies have frequently become thought of in terms of the medical model. Through the growth of the new genetic technology, particularly the widespread use of genetic fingerprinting, even our family relations are becoming conceptualised in the language of medicine. Ivan Illich argued that it is in the interests of the medical establishment and the pharmaceutical industry for more and more of our lives to be seen in this way. He believed that disease is largely iatrogenic or the result of the stress of constantly failing to achieve the unrealistic promise of modern society.

Prozac became the most prescribed drug in the USA within three years of its launch on to the market. How might this be viewed in terms of the medicalisation debate?
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We can say with rough security that law deals with acts of imputed deviance for which the actor is held to be accountable and made to pay, while medicine deals with imputed deviance for which the actor is not believed responsible and which is 'treated' rather than 'punished'
Eliot Friedson Profession of Medicine: 1988 (p247)
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The fact that powerful drugs can alleviate the manifestation of the syndrome shows very little. One can easily imagine, for instance, that threats of violence would concentrate the minds of recalcitrant students. But this hardly shows that they are suffering from corporal punishment deficit syndrome. John Dupré: Human Nature and the Limits of Science: 2001 (p15)
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	Activity: 

Think about how behaviour/feelings impacted by medical discourse.

Discussion of Prozac in terms of the medicalisation debate.


	Assessment:

1. Define Medicalisation.

{Medicalisation is a process in which problems and experiences that have previously been explained in religious, moral, or social terms become defined as the subject of scientific medical knowledge.}

2. What question does this raise about the classification and identification of disease?

{It questions the assumption that the classification of disease is objective, natural and unproblematic; suggesting that disease is, in fact, socially constructed.}

3. What is the difficulty with the classification of ADHD in terms of the medicalisation debate?

{It assumes that it is abnormal for children to behave disruptively and that there doing so constitutes a medical condition.} 

4. How have feminists interpreted the medicalisation of reproduction?

{As enforcing patriarchal control on female sexuality.}

5. In whose interest did Illich argue the medicalisation of society to be?

{The pharmaceutical companies and the medical profession}

	Prerequisites:

	Related concepts: Gender, Ethnicity, The Sick Role

	Glossary: Cartesian: From the 17th century French philosopher Rene Descartes, who saw the body in terms of an automaton inhabited by and distinct from the mind.

Discourse The way the use of language reflects and reinforces shared concepts and understandings.

Patriarchal from patriarchy, literally the rule of the father, used to describe the male domination of society.

Iatrogenic illness is illness caused by treatment. 
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