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Some Aspects of Contemporary Medicine from the
Viewpoint of a Historian
—Opening Address at the 22nd General Congress of the
Japan Medical Association, April 4, 1987, Tokyo— ~

by Yosio KAWAKITA

Medicine, derived from the Latin deponent verb “medeor” (to heal), has been, and essentially is,
a “healing art”.

It is difficult to deny, however, that Occidental (or so-called “Cosmopolitan”) medicine, based on
modern mechanistic biology, tends to dissociate “disease” from the “sick person”.

Contemporary medicine, symbolized by the two key-words ATP and DNA, has become remarkably
more entrenched in its mechanistic philosophy, especially since the end of the Second World War.
Accordingly, contemporary hospitals very often are operating as if they were repairshops for human-

machines.
From the biological viewpoint, man can with reason be regarded as a “precision machine”, more



precisely, a system constructed with elaborate mechanical devices driven by chemical energy. However,
from the “anthropological” viewpoint, man is an existence with more substance ; an inexplicably unique
creature endowed with language, self-consciousness and free will, moulding various cultures and a long,
meaningful history. His habitat extends over both nature and “metanature”. So, to be sick is a “bio-
graphical event” in a Person, even though the same state does not cease to be a troubled machine,
and can be effectively treated as such.

Based on the above consideration, the author discussed some important issues in so-called bioethics,
generated by the striking advances in recent biomedical science and technology, bearing in mind the
essentially “technical-ethical” nature of the human relationship between doctor and patient, which

comprises the feature of the contemporary healing art.
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