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Medicine for a small planet 
Marc S. Micozzi 

For 80% of the world's people, approaches 
that Western medicine might label 
"alternative" or "complementary" constitute 
primary care. Far from being experimental, 
they have been "field-tested" by millions of 
people for thousands of years. 

My experience as a physician 
and anthropologist has 
taught me that, in a world 

marked by complexity and diversity, 
no one system of health beliefs alone 
provides a formula that will allow us 
to offer effective medical care for the 
whole human family. Policy-makers 
and experts in the field of health 
would do well to adopt an attitude of 
open-minded respect towards the 
world 's diversity of health beliefs 
and practices. What we need is an 
eclectic health model in which peo
ple can choose from a variety of 
health traditions. Here 's why: 

Even gastronomy can promote health. Western medicine has stepped up 
its efforts to educate people on healthy eating so as to reduce the risks of 
cardiovascular diseases. 

Western medicine has produced 
the finest system of emergency 
medical care the world has yet seen, 
but allopathic medicine (i.e. medi
cine which counteracts the effects of 
the disease being treated) is neither 
perfect nor always affordable. 
During the last hundred years or so, 
Western physicians have embraced 
the science of medicine, and our 
initial success in dealing with a host 
of infectious diseases has encouraged 
us to believe that the future will 
always hold "miracle cures". Since 
the 1970s, scientists in the Western 
world have been searching for a cure 
for cancer. Many now suspect that 
neither this ongoing effort nor the 
international project to map the 
entire human genome will produce 
affordable magic bullets for heart 
disease, cancer or even arthritis . 

Our contemporary focus on 
science and technology has led us to 
construct a medical system founded 

on expensive machines, powerful 
drugs and invasive procedures. It has 
also created therapeutic expectations 
which encourage people to believe 
that they can escape the conse
quences of risky health behaviour. 
Patients, physicians and governments 
need a wellness-based medical sys
tem in which the goal is to keep the 
patient out of the hospital in the first 
place. 

Spiritual component 
Our reliance on scientific biomedi
cine as the ultimate "gold standard" 
causes concern to many because this 
system does not accord a central 
place for the potential of the body to 
heal itself. It often detaches the 
health of people from their place in 
the natural world, and does not easily 
incorporate a spiritual component in 

healing. However, these important 
aspects of healing have long been 
recognized by the traditional health 
belief systems of Asia and Africa and 
of indigenous American peoples. In 
these approaches, the healer attempts 
to restore a sense of balance by 
focusing on the individual 's relation 
to the community and to nature. 

Few traditional healers would 
attempt to restore a person to health 
without involving the body's natural 
abilities. Western health experts 
acknowledge that such abilities exist 
but often are not able to incorporate 
them in healing; much effort has 
gone into exporting biomedicine to 
the developing world, but many have 
concluded that developing nations 
simply cannot afford it. Indeed, there 
are now doubts about how much 
longer the West itself can afford the 
cost of Western medicine, given our 
current "health care crisis". 
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A traditional healer at work in Congo. Relating the patient to his natural world will boost the 
potential of the body to heal itself. 

In my view, traditional health care 
systems have yet to achieve the 
respect they deserve in the West 
because of misinformation. Many 
people are put off by the phrase 
"alternative medicine." It might be 
helpful to point out that, for 80% of 
the world's people, approaches that 
we might label "alternative" or 
"complementary" constitute primary 
care. Some physicians refer to these 
traditions as if they were experimen
tal, or a new, untested discovery 
without a sound intellectual basis and 
history, whereas in reality they have 
been "field-tested" by millions of 
people for thousands of years. While 
it is hard to make valid generaliza
tions about human behaviour, it is 
probably fair to say that human 
cultures are unlikely to continue to 
invest their time and energy in ap
proaches which don't work. The fact 
that these health belief systems have 
been passed down from one genera
tion to another for so long is worthy 
of serious attention. 

Inner resources 

ing. Anyone who has cut a finger or 
bruised a knee has seen this principle 
at work. A medical treatment simply 
mobilizes the body's own resources 
to respond. 

A key component of these tradi
tions is respect for nutrition and 
natural products in maintaining good 
health. As a component of the nat
ural world, humans were "designed" 
to eat certain foods. This also ex
plains why we obtain the best nutri
ents not from vitamin pills but from 
nature itself. It is no coincidence that 
plants do not only provide the oxy
gen we breathe, but serve as the 
source of many foods and pharma
ceuticals that people have come to 
depend on. In the United States, for 
example, two-thirds of the drugs 
currently available on the market are 
originally based on medicinal plants. 

Since cost has become an essential 
factor in shaping the kind of health 
care people have access to, it is 
worth noting that one reason for 
herbal medicines being relatively 
inexpensive is that they cannot be 
patented. The international commu
nity has begun to recognize the 
importance of protecting the world's 
flora, but equally important is the 
indigenous knowledge of how these 
plants can be used for medicinal 
purposes. 
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During the last decade, efforts to 
export Western medicine to the 
developing world have been com
plemented by a kind of "reverse 
technology transfer". Medical 
approaches and techniques originat
ing in China, India and elsewhere 
have achieved strong footholds in 
Europe and the United States. 
Doctors are healers first; they will 
use any acceptable treatment that has 
been shown to work. While main
taining safety we need to work 
towards a truly integrated medical 
model in which different systems 
can coexist. • 
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These traditions are important be
cause they recognize that health is 
not a gift that some outside person or 
process can bestow on a patient. 
Wellness results from a balance of 
inner resources with the physical and 
social environment. Many of these 
belief systems also understand that 
self-healing is the basis of all heal-

A Chinese woman feeds her child in the street. Wellness results from a balance between inner 
resources and the physical and social environment. 


